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Abstract 
This study examines the impact of whiteness on non-Indigenous educators’ work that 
focuses on embedding Indigenous perspectives in early childhood education 
curricula. It draws on whiteness studies and related critiques to question how 
whiteness and racism continue to operate in diversity work that is seen to be 
productive and inclusive. The study identifies racialising practices reproduced in 
embedding processes in non-Indigenous educational sites, in place of reporting 
examples of ‘good’ early childhood education practice. While this is discomforting, 
the thesis makes the argument that naming whiteness and racism enables depth of 
understanding about how racialising practices are at work in policy, professional 
practices and personal standpoint, even when approaches to embedding Indigenous 
perspectives align with recommended strategies. In the thesis, approaches to 
consultation with Indigenous people and the pragmatics or ‘doing’ of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives provide the focus for analysis. In adopting an action 
research methodology, early childhood educators were invited to participate in 
professional development focussed around broad themes of culture and diversity. 
Action research was the primary medium for professional development, with the aim 
of supporting the educators to effect change in their thinking and practices. In 
effecting change, the educators negotiated forms of permission around embedding 
processes including policy recommendations, Indigenous authority or involvement, 
staff relations and individual standpoint. They viewed their work as being ‘risky’ at 
times due to concerns about parental response, causing offence, and the right to teach 
about Indigenous perspectives as non-Indigenous educators. Questions about how to 
support educators to work through complexities and challenges around embedding 
processes are addressed in the study. The thesis concludes with suggestions for 
policy and practice including a need for a more comprehensive framework for 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in before-school contexts. New strategies for 
professional development are also suggested to support changes in disciplinary 
knowledge and pedagogy. A lack of options for professional development in the 
before-school sector, and the lack of theoretical tools available in vocationally-
defined education and workplace practices are identified as ongoing concerns. Such 
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issues compound complexities and challenges around embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in non-Indigenous educational sites. 
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Glossary 
Before-school sector An encompassing term for early childhood settings 
that cater for children aged birth – 5 years, prior to 





Formal, regulated childcare settings that provide out 
of home care for children aged birth – 5 years. The 
most common service type is long day care, attended 
by over 543,000 children. There are over 6,000 long 
day care centres predominantly managed by private, 
for-profit companies (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2011c). 
Curricula All components of early childhood education, from 
classroom practice to operational procedures and 
community outreach. 
Early childhood education In Australia, early childhood education refers to 
education and care for children aged birth – 8 years. 
Educators Early childhood personnel in before-school settings 
including childcare centres. Educators usually hold a 
vocational qualification and undertake professional 
roles including directors, group leaders, childcare 
assistants or float staff. 
Formal schooling Encompasses the Foundation Year to Year 12. 
Foundation year The term used to indicate the year prior to formal 
schooling in all Australian states. The Foundation 
Year is usually undertaken at a formal schooling 
campus. The Foundation Year may be labelled 
differently in individual states and territories. In 
Queensland, the Foundation Year is labelled the 
Preparatory Year, or Prep. 
Professional development Ongoing professional education undertaken as part of 
an educator’s or teacher’s role. 
Teachers Personnel in formal school settings (Foundation Year 
– Year 12) that hold a four-year bachelor level 
qualification and are registered with educational 
authorities in individual states and territories. 
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Terminology 
The phrase “embedding Indigenous perspectives” is used in this thesis to describe a 
range of practices that encompass professional and personal accountabilities, as well 
as ways of working with Indigenous people, perspectives and frameworks in 
educational contexts (Department of Education and Training, 2011b; Dreise, 2007). 
The phrase “Indigenous perspectives” recognises the complex, diverse and evolving 
knowledges and perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups in 
Australia.  
The phrase “Indigenous peoples” is used as an encompassing term for both 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who are recognised as the First Peoples 
of Australian lands and territories. I recognise that the use of this phrase detracts 
from the great diversity that has always existed within and across Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander groups and does not distinguish differences between 
indigenous peoples across the globe. It also detracts from the multitude of ways 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and groups choose to name 
themselves. While it is now more common to use “Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders” rather than the term “Indigenous”, the use of “Indigenous” is accepted in 
most of the literature in Australia.  
The phrase “non-Indigenous” is used in recognition of the privileged position 
of Indigenous peoples in relation to place and related cultures and knowledge 
systems. “Non-Indigenous” refers to all peoples who cannot claim belonging by way 
of diverse relationships with, connections to, and understandings of Australian lands 
and territories prior to European contact and invasion. Aboriginal identities, cultures, 
languages, spirituality and law are intertwined with the land now claimed as 
Australia and these connections form their sovereignty (Moreton-Robinson, 2007).
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
This study investigates the impact of whiteness on non-Indigenous educators’ work 
that focuses on embedding Indigenous perspectives in early childhood education 
curricula. This investigation stems from a diversity-inspired action research project 
aimed at supporting educators to effect change in their thinking and practices. 
Diversity work is framed in this thesis as explorations and experiences around 
culture, diversity and identity in educational curricula. In the Australian context, 
diversity work incorporates recognition and respect for diverse Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander perspectives (hereafter Indigenous perspectives), and the 
diverse perspectives of peoples who arrived post 1788. In this thesis, I employ 
whiteness theories and related critiques to question how whiteness and racism 
continue to operate in diversity work that is seen to be productive and inclusive. This 
aim is premised on recognition that in colonising contexts such as Australia, all 
educational practices reproduce whiteness and related effects whether acknowledged 
or not (Ahmed, 2012; Groome, 1994; Riviére, 2008; Sleeter, 2001). 
I begin this chapter by considering what educators in the early childhood 
profession have inherited historically in terms of professional attributes and 
conditions that influence diversity work. To provide an initial context for the study, 
policy frameworks and existing efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives in early 
childhood education curricula are discussed. This sets up entry points for posing 
critical questions about educators’ practices and their ongoing professional learning.  
Educators employed in before-school contexts inherit maternalistic discourses 
of professionalism that contribute to an undervaluing of their professional role 
(Ailwood, 2008; Osgood, 2008). The professional work of educators in childcare 
centres is linked historically with notions of motherhood and naturalistic instincts 
which continue to be attributed to educators’ knowledge and skills (Ailwood, 2008). 
Such influences contribute to a vocationally-defined, lower status occupation which 
manifests in poor remuneration and working conditions for educators in childcare 
2 
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centres
1
 (Ailwood, 2008). The inheritance of maternalistic discourses also 
contributes to a vocational pedagogy which gives relevance to particular forms of 
knowledge over others in workplace education and practices. Wheelahan (2011) 
explains that a vocational pedagogy limits access to abstract, theoretical knowledge. 
In reference to Wheelahan’s point, I am interested in the consequences of a 
vocational pedagogy for diversity work in childcare centres and for embedding 
Indigenous perspectives more specifically. 
Work around culture, diversity and identity in professions including 
education requires engagement with multiple perspectives and theoretical 
frameworks that enable ‘commonsense’ understanding and practices to be 
understood in different ways (Dau, 2001; Diller, 2011; Dudgeon, Wright & Coffin, 
2010; Robinson & Jones Díaz, 2006). When designed well, professional 
development provides a useful entry point for the facilitation of new forms of 
knowledge in educators’ professional work (Lieberman & Miller, 2011; Smith & 
Gillespie, 2007). Professional development design and delivery in the before-school 
sector in Australia has been mediated by vocational discourse, as evidenced in 
critiques and commentary in the literature (MacNaughton, 2003; Nolan, Raban & 
Waniganayake, 2005; Raban, Nolan, Waniganayake, Ure, Brown & Deans, 2007; 
Russell, 2009) and personal experiences of professional learning. Along with a focus 
on the reproduction of whiteness discourses in diversity work, questions about 
elements of professional development design that support diversity work frame this 
thesis. Such questions contribute understanding about how educators gain access to 
different forms of knowledge that can provoke new ways of thinking and working in 
professional practice.  
The introduction of the first national learning framework brought a sense of 
optimism about professional renewal in early childhood education and possibilities 
for greater recognition of the intellectual work of educators in early childhood 
centres. Titled Being, Belonging and Becoming: The Early Years Learning 
                                                 
 
1
 As part of current reforms in early childhood policy, all long day care and kindergarten centres are 
required to employ an early childhood teacher with a 4-year Bachelor qualification by 2014. All 
educators within these centres are to hold or be studying a Certificate III in Children’s Services and 
half of all educators will be required to hold or be studying toward a Diploma in Children’s Services. 
The Certificate III and Diploma are vocational education and training (VET) qualifications. 
(Department of Education and Training, 2011a)  
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Framework for Australia (hereafter the Framework) (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2009), the Framework was developed by the Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG) for children aged birth – 5 years. The 29-member consortium that 
contributed to the development of the Framework comprised Indigenous and non-
Indigenous academics from seven Australian universities as well as service providers 
and consultants drawn from all states and the Northern Territory (Sumsion, Barnes, 
Cheeseman, Harrison, Kennedy & Stonehouse, 2009). A draft version of the 
Framework was introduced in 2008 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008a), at the time 
of data collection for this study. Participants’ talk about the draft Framework in 
relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives forms part of the data analysed in 
Chapter 7. 
Optimism about what some members of the consortium labelled as 
“narratives of hope” (Sumsion et al., 2009, p. 7), centred on the ideal that the 
Framework would build on the Apology. Sumsion et al. (2009) viewed the 
Framework itself as “an act of reconciliation ... that could make a distinctive 
contribution to the development of a post-apology Australian society” (p. 9). As 
detailed in Chapter 2, the final version of the Framework, released in 2009, was 
‘toned down’ from the draft version released in 2008, which was closer to the 
realisation of reconciliatory aims. Indigenous perspectives are heralded in the final 
version of the Framework, but they are not intrinsic to the development of early 
childhood education curricula. Despite significant reforms in early childhood 
education in recent years including the introduction of the Framework, there are 
currently no national or state-based guidelines that provide a cohesive and 
comprehensive set of guidelines for embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-
Indigenous early childhood centres. 
One avenue for finding ways forward with the work of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives is to review and learn from existing efforts. Unfortunately, 
constituents of early childhood education need not look far for examples of 
professional practice that highlight issues with non-Indigenous educators’ responses 
to Indigenous peoples and perspectives. Negative staff attitudes, a lack of 
consideration given to Aboriginal cultures and knowledges, and ineffectual 
communication are some of the issues common to early childhood centres across 
Australia. These issues have been the subject of commentary and research for some 
4 
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time (see Bowes, Kitson & Burns, 2010; Butterworth & Candy, 1998; De Gioia, 
Hayden & Hadley, 2003; Fisher, Hydon, Jewell & Nyland, 2008; Grace & Trudgett, 
2012; Kale, 1988; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001; Martin, 2007a; Mundine, 2010). 
Many educators continue to struggle with concepts of diversity and diversity work, 
despite being guided by a legislation and policy context that requires them to work in 
a non-discriminatory manner with children and families (MacNaughton & Hughes, 
2007).  
Prior to entering the field for data collection I tutored in a compulsory 
Indigenous Studies unit and a Sociology unit for undergraduate students completing 
a 4-year Bachelor degree in Education. From this experience and my own learning as 
an undergraduate student some years before, I understood some of the complexities 
and challenges that could be confronting for me and other non-Indigenous 
participants involved in explorations of culture and diversity, including self-analysis. 
I had particular concerns about bridging the theory-practice divide in diversity work 
and facilitating self-analysis or a focus on whiteness and related effects. As personal 
or identity elements of whiteness provide the focus for many studies in education, I 
became interested in extending examination of whiteness to the everyday pragmatics 
of embedding Indigenous perspectives, particularly in relation to practices that are 
seen to be productive and inclusive. Questions about cultural standpoint (Pohlhaus, 
2002 ), approaches to consultation, and the ‘doing’ of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives frame this thesis and contribute to understanding experiences of 
practicing non-Indigenous educators as they undertake this work in early childhood 
centres. 
This section has considered what educators in the early childhood profession 
inherit in terms of professional discourses that influence diversity work. Policy 
frameworks and evidence of efforts with embedding Indigenous perspectives were 
outlined and provided initial contextual information for the study. The section 
following (Section 1.1) provides a comprehensive context for the study, both in 
relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives and professional development. The 
purpose of the study is outlined in Section 1.2. The research questions are outlined in 
Section 1.3, and the theoretical framework in Section1.4. The chapter concludes with 
an overview of the organisational structure of the thesis in Section 1.5. 
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1.1 Context of the research study 
Many educators report a lack of confidence, knowledge and certainty about 
appropriate ways to respond to culture and diversity in professional practice (Lane, 
2008; MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007; Mundine, 2010). Institutional responses to 
diversity in early childhood education have been peripheral, to the point that in 
recent decades, diversity as a concept has been largely ‘de-politicised’ (Robinson & 
Jones Díaz, 2006). This has occurred in line with broader social policies and 
agendas, including the era of the Howard Government (1996-2007) that saw the 
gradual removal of the term  multiculturalism and the marginalisation of issues of 
racism and power in social policies and programs (Berman & Paradies, 2010; Ho, 
2010). In Australia, the anti-bias curriculum work of Dau (2001), and the postmodern 
and poststructural work of Grieshaber (2002), MacNaughton (2005), Ryan and 
Grieshaber (2005), and Robinson and Jones Díaz (2006), are examples of scholarship 
that have drawn attention to issues of racism, power and other forms of 
discrimination in early childhood education policy and practice. Despite the 
significance of this work to inclusive early childhood education, the uptake of an 
anti-bias or anti-racist curriculum approach and a range of theoretical perspectives 
and worldviews have been piecemeal in Australian early childhood centres (Jones, 
2009). Traditional teacher education and traditional approaches to professional 
development have also responded insufficiently to diversity and related 
considerations (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007; Organisation for Economic and Co-
operative Development (OECD), 2006). As a result, educators continue to experience 
difficulties with diversity work. Inconsistencies between more contemporary 
theorisations of diversity and educators’ practices also continue to increase 
(MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007). 
According to the 2006 OECD report, cultural diversity requires educators to 
play an increasingly enhanced role in contributing to social cohesion in local and 
broader communities through professional practice. To do so effectively, educators 
require new skills and understanding about community and society (OECD, 2006). In 
the Framework, skills and understanding about community and society are framed in 
part by the development of cultural competence (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). 
In a broad sense, cultural competence encompasses behaviours, attitudes and policies 
that enable professionals and organisations to promote cultural safety and work 
6 
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effectively in cross-cultural situations (Cross, 1988; Diller, 2011). Despite the 
relevance of these aims to diversity work, a cultural competence framework has been 
criticized for downplaying the persistent legacy of racism and leaving professionals 
“unprepared to deal with the realities of racism, both systematically and 
interpersonally” (Abrams & Moio, 2009, p. 249). This thread is explored in more 
depth in Chapter 2.  
Critiques of cultural competence have been prominent in human service 
disciplines for some time, including the areas of social work and nursing. In early 
childhood education in Australia, cultural competence has only recently entered the 
policy vernacular. This raises critical questions about the scope and application of a 
cultural competence framework in terms of its facility to guide educators to better 
understand issues of community and society. In the Australian context, issues of 
racism underpin historical, social and political circumstances and group relations. 
The work of embedding Indigenous perspectives requires direct attention to racism 
and the ways colonial effects manifest in the everyday work of early childhood 
educators and centres. 
1.1.1 Embedding Indigenous perspectives 
As outlined earlier in this chapter, diversity work in the Australian context 
incorporates both diverse Indigenous perspectives, and the diverse perspectives of 
peoples who arrived post 1788. As the first Australians, Indigenous peoples hold a 
privileged position in terms of relations to place and related cultures and knowledge 
systems (Behrendt, 2003; Broome, 2010; Moreton-Robinson, 2007). Despite a 
deeply entrenched and institutionalised history of racism in Australia, Indigenous 
cultures continue to survive, evolve and thrive in contemporary times (Phillips, 
2011). Non-Indigenous claims of occupancy and legitimacy in relation to place, 
culture and knowledge continue to rely on contrived and contradictory images of 
Indigenous peoples (Phillips, 2005, 2012). The active engineering of policies that 
have served colonial interests of occupancy based on the ‘erasure’ of Aboriginal 
peoples has created persuasive and persistent images and narratives that continue to 
uphold colonial ideals. As Edmundson (2009) states: 
By Federation, the territorial negotiations (sometimes peaceful, sometimes 
violent) between the British colonists and the original inhabitants had already 
 7 
Chapter 1: Introduction 7 
produced a well-developed set of uniquely ‘Australian’ images and 
narratives. An existing lexicon of ‘Australian’ identity was already in place – 
of British subjects out of place, but re-formed and made stronger within the 
crucible of a new landscape. (p. 97) 
The new landscape Edmundson refers to was acquired on the falsehood of terra 
nullius – a colonial doctrine that denied Aboriginal sovereignty rights through the 
biological classification of Indigenous peoples as sub-human (Chalmers, 2005; 
Mooney & Craven, 2006). On the premise of terra nullius, non-Indigenous people 
have circumscribed self-endearing images and narratives of arrival, ‘settlement’, a 
pioneering spirit and endurance (Elder, 2007; Phillips, 2005, 2012). Counter-
narratives from Indigenous peoples provide a decolonising framework for disrupting 
historical and present day colonial ideals, albeit with ongoing resistance from those 
who benefit most from social and political arrangements (Phillips, 2005, 2011). 
Decolonising frameworks validate Indigenous narratives, and it is the responsibility 
of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators to seek appropriate pathways for 
this work in educational sites (Colbung, Glover, Rau & Ritchie, 2007; Kaomea, 
2003). Non-Indigenous educators also have a responsibility to seek new ideological 
tools that generate understanding about the impacts of colonisation (Colbung et al., 
2007; Kaomea, 2003). This thesis is concerned with identifying how colonial effects 
are reproduced in educators’ attempts at diversity work in early childhood education 
curricula.  
As a key social institution, education is both a product of and contributor to 
colonial interests; in more recent times in covert forms. Despite rhetoric about the 
‘valuing’ of diversity in educational discourse, there is scant evidence that pathways 
beyond colonisation have represented Indigenous interests genuinely in educational 
development and design (Colbung et al., 2007; Martin, 2007b; Nakata, 2011). As 
discussed at the beginning of this chapter, early childhood education policy is yet to 
articulate clear intent and direction for the centralising of Indigenous knowledge 
perspectives – a position that filters down to practices within early childhood centres. 
Structurally, colonial institutions do not represent partnerships with Indigenous 
peoples (Colbung et al., 2007). Non-Indigenous educational sites and people can 
support such partnerships by seeking ways to make profound structural changes that 
enable decolonising spaces. Such spaces are explained by Colbung et al. (2007) as 
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being open to structural conditions that support Indigenous self-representation and 
leadership, and precipitate privileging Indigenous worldviews. Indigenous-led 
pathways and shared Indigenous and non-Indigenous agendas enable Indigenous 
perspectives “to be validated and represented fully in the knowledges and pedagogies 
represented” in educational sites (Colbung et al., 2007, p. 142). When this occurs, 
educational discourse moves beyond rhetoric about the valuing of diversity and 
toward possibilities for decolonising practices.   
Profound structural changes in curriculum and operational procedures require 
profound changes in discipline knowledge, pedagogies and approaches to 
administration. As a beginning point, it is necessary for non-Indigenous educators 
and educational sites to locate the relevance of embedding Indigenous perspectives in 
curriculum and operational procedures. Issues with relevance in Australian early 
childhood centres are raised by Mundine (2010) who questions the lack of 
Aboriginal knowledge, policy, visibility and resources in non-Indigenous childcare 
centres. Mundine (2010) questions why, in some instances, educators give relevance 
to cultural practices such as Chinese New Year, “but fail or choose not to 
acknowledge the Aboriginal Peoples of their own community” (p. 12). Many 
educators have difficulty locating the relevance of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in a non-Indigenous teaching space. This is particularly so when there 
are no Indigenous children and families enrolled (Mundine, 2010; Newman, 2008). 
Effecting change in knowledge, pedagogies and structural conditions requires 
explicit support and ongoing professional learning. For non-Indigenous educators 
and centres in particular, the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives requires 
new ways of thinking and working that broaden the limits of how most educators 
have been socialised and how the practices of centres are envisaged and constructed. 
It has been established that the cultural background of teachers influences 
their thinking and practices. For white educators, understanding the influence of 
one’s cultural background can prove challenging because whiteness is understood to 
be a non-raced category (Dyer, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993). Whites will often attach 
diversity and difference to racialised ‘others’, meaning they are likely to have 
difficulty locating the relevance of anti-racist and multicultural education in the 
absence of obvious diversity. The work of Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2006) 
addresses this issue. In this work, white teachers are positioned as central to anti-
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racist efforts, particularly in regard to a need to work toward a profound shift in how 
they understand self and others from a position of dominance. In Australia and 
elsewhere, such work has been hindered by the uptake of a liberal form of 
multicultural education that limits the scope of teachers’ work because issues of 
racism are not addressed effectively in policy, curriculum and operational procedures 
(Hagopian, 1994; McLaren, 1997; Sleeter, 1994; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995). A 
liberal form of multicultural education fails to engage fully with an anti-racist stance 
and sociologically derived understanding about the multitude of ways racism 
manifests in educational realms (McLaren, 1997; Sleeter, 1994). This is of 
consequence for white teachers who work predominantly with white student cohorts. 
In the absence of obvious diversity, teachers require ideologies and skills to identify 
and challenge racism and related issues that impact everyday practices. 
Locating the relevance of embedding Indigenous perspectives in Australian 
non-Indigenous centres is multifaceted. In part, difficulties arise from individuals’ 
practices and attitudes that are shaped by personal histories and collective 
experiences that privilege colonial foundations. A lack of support at the whole-centre 
level also contributes to difficulties in effecting change beyond an individual 
contribution. At an even broader level, western thinking and practice in early 
childhood education “continues to reflect the historically embedded values of our 
wider societies” (Colbung et al., 2007, p. 140). On this latter point, early childhood 
education in western countries remains grounded, for the most part, in a white, 
western view of child development and practice that delimits the inclusion and 
centralising of multiple perspectives and worldviews. Curriculum is centred on 
standardised and measurable developmental milestones that guide educators’ 
practices and assessments of children’s capacities (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999, 
2007). Measurable outcomes provide educators with ‘certainties’ about their work 
that exclude other possibilities including local perspectives about children and 
education that have been historically silenced. 
Resistance to prevailing developmental frameworks in early childhood 
education has surfaced in the past two decades through a small but significant 
reconceptualist movement. Postmodern and poststructural theorising by researchers 
including Cannella (2005), Dahlberg et al. (1999, 2007), Grieshaber (2002), and 
Ryan and Grieshaber (2005), examine power structures in early childhood education 
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and question how an identifiable and universal set of practices can define ‘truths’ 
about professional practice. ‘Truths’ are constructed within and through binaries such 
as normal/abnormal and work to negate local, multiple and diverse articulations of 
early childhood practice (Colbung et al., 2007; Grieshaber, 2002). A consequence of 
universally applied ‘truths’ is that difference is often described in terms of ‘deficit’, 
‘lacking’, or in need of ‘fixing’. Such constructions are a form of institutional racism 
that impacts the work of early childhood educators and children directly (Robinson 
& Jones Díaz, 2006). Dau (2001) and Sleeter (1993, 1994, 2007) also draw attention 
to the racialised identities of teachers and the ways one’s ethnic identity and 
experiences influences one’s thinking and professional practice. The Framework 
encourages educators to draw from a range of theories and perspectives, alongside 
developmental theories, to challenge traditional ways of viewing teaching and 
learning (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). The accompanying Educators’ Guide 
to the Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (hereafter the Educators’ 
Guide) states that a strong approach is needed for “countering racism and bias” 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 22). These recommendations give a sense of 
hope about possibilities for inclusive practice in early childhood education in 
Australia, although, as mentioned earlier, there are questions about the scope of a 
cultural competence framework in guiding educators to achieve such aims. As stated, 
there is also need for recognition of how all educational practices reproduce 
whiteness and related effects in colonising contexts (Ahmed, 2012; Groome, 1994; 
Riviére, 2008; Sleeter, 2001). 
Materials that provide frameworks for embedding Indigenous perspectives in 
formal schooling sites (Foundation Year – Year 12) are available for classroom 
educators. Since 2009, these documents, devised by the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), have sat in line with revised 
mandates for embedding Indigenous perspectives in schools. As an independent 
authority, ACARA is responsible for the development of the first Australian national 
curriculum for formal schooling sites and the non-compulsory year before formal 
schooling. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and histories have been 
identified as one of three cross-curricula priorities in the national curriculum 
(Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2009). The 
authority has reported that curriculum documents will be explicit about how 
 11 
Chapter 1: Introduction 11 
Indigenous perspectives are to be taught in each key learning area (e.g., 
Mathematics, English, Geography) and how links can be made between learning 
areas (ACARA, 2009). Despite this intention, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
leaders and scholars have raised concerns about a lack of consultation with 
Indigenous peoples in the development of curriculum documents for all learning 
areas, as well as the presentation of Indigenous peoples in some curriculum 
frameworks including History and English (Burgess, 2009; Ferrari, 2009; What’s 
Working, 2012). In the national curriculum documents for Foundation Year to Year 
3, considered to be early childhood classrooms in Australian schools, there are more 
explicit requirements for embedding Indigenous perspectives than those found in 
learning and curriculum frameworks for before-school contexts. The Department of 
Education and Training Foundations for Success document (2008b) provides specific 
guidelines for early learning programs, but is produced for discrete Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait communities. Embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous 
before-school contexts requires educators to find new ways to understand and 
articulate local Indigenous resources, relationships and networks, albeit without 
direct and comprehensive institutional support. 
1.1.2 Professional development 
New directions for early childhood practice in Australia are unfortunately not 
accompanied by a sense of optimism about new directions for professional 
development. Educational objectives that require changes in disciplinary knowledge 
and pedagogy also require professional development programs that turn to this task 
sooner rather than later (Queensland Government Ministerial Advisory Committee 
for Educational Renewal (MACER), 2004). Currently, there is a general lack of 
agreement about what constitutes professional development in early childhood 
education (Russell, 2009; Waniganayake, 2009). There is also a lack of 
understanding about connections between diverse types of professional development 
opportunities (Waniganayake, 2009). For the most part, approaches to professional 
development remain static and continue to replicate traditional modes of delivery 
(e.g., singular workshops or seminars). One-off workshops and seminars have proved 
largely ineffective in promoting respect for diversity amongst early childhood 
educators (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007; Prasad & Ebbeck, 2000).  
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In the Australian early childhood education field, there is no requirement for 
centres in the before-school sector to adhere to a state-based or national strategy for 
professional development. Due to a decentralised market, decisions about the 
allocation and types of professional development provided for and accessed by 
educators in the before-school sector fall under the jurisdiction of local authorities 
and individual centres (Waniganayake, 2009). This is concerning given an 
international comparison shows vast differences in governmental and institutional 
commitment to professional development for early childhood practitioners. To 
provide an example, the OECD (2006) assessment of professional development for 
early childhood practitioners reported that in Korea, professional development 
funding is a statutory obligation of local authorities. In Hungary, state funded 
professional development is available and individuals are obliged to complete at least 
120 hours of professional development over seven years (OECD, 2006). In Belgium 
and Italy, practitioners are able to make use of their non-contact time to undertake 
professional development activities (OECD, 2006). In Australia, the OECD (2006) 
assessment of professional development for early childhood practitioners reported: 
There is neither a statutory requirement to fund a minimum level of staff 
development nor recommendations regarding annual hours of in-service 
training. (p. 270) 
Professional development is necessary to augment educators’ qualifications and 
professional experience (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011c). This statement has 
particular relevance in a sector where approximately 70% of the workforce 
“comprises educators who commonly work on a part-time or casual basis and hold 
vocational education and training qualifications” (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2011c, p. 57). With no requirement to adhere to a state-based or national strategy for 
professional development, some educators have limited or piecemeal access to 
ongoing professional learning, as determined at the centre or local authority level. 
Access to a range of topics including diversity may also be limited due to a focus on 
standardised or more technical aspects of the professional role (e.g., first aid, food 
safety and handling) (Waniganayake, Harrison, De Gioia, Press, Cheeseman & 
Burgess, 2008).  
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In comparison with the lack of commitment for professional development in 
the before-school sector, continuous professional development is mandated in several 
Australian states for teachers employed in formal schooling sites (Foundation Year – 
Year 12). A continuous professional development framework recognises that 
maintaining a dynamic and effective profession is dependent on the continual 
transformation of teachers’ knowledge and skills (McMeniman, 2004). In 
Queensland (the setting for this study), policy mandates that continuous professional 
development should be inclusive of a range of structured and informal learning 
opportunities for educators in formal schooling sites. Professional development 
should also be reflective of collaborative processes and community of practice 
frameworks (Queensland College of Teachers, 2011). These attributes and conditions 
align with research-based models of professional development that have received 
increased levels of attention in educational realms in recent years. Research-based 
models of professional development promote sustained collaborations within and 
outside educational sites in various forms. They also incorporate structured and 
informal learning opportunities that underpin long-term engagement with a topic of 
investigation (Lieberman & Miller, 2011; Zamorski & Bulmer, 2002). 
Professional development that attends to new directions in early childhood 
policy is critical if educators are to make changes in disciplinary knowledge and 
pedagogy related to embedding Indigenous perspectives. Learning associated with 
this work brings additional considerations for professional development because of 
the dual focus on ideological and technical forms of practice (Smith, 2010) and the 
need for sustained inquiry. When designed well, professional development can 
sustain what Van Galen (2004) refers to as “a quality cadre of educators” (p. 676). 
To develop and maintain quality practices, educators require access to professional 
resources and support if they are to accomplish what the legislation and policy 
context requires them to do (Van Galen, 2004).  
1.1.2.1 Current broad-scale professional development initiatives 
In comparison with professional development opportunities for educators in 
childcare centres, several initiatives funded at the federal and state level have been 
implemented to support teachers to embed Indigenous perspectives in formal school 
curricula (Foundation Year – Year 12) and Preschool or Kindergarten programs 
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catering for children aged 3-5 years. These broad-scale initiatives are proving 
effective, and include, but are not limited to:  
 the Dare to Lead Coalition (Principals Australia Incorporated, 2009); 
 the Stronger Smarter Institute (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2011) ;  
 EATSIPS (Embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Perspectives in 
schools) (Department of Education and Training, 2008a); and 
 What Works (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). 
The primary focus of these four initiatives is improving educational outcomes for 
Indigenous students. Each initiative advocates a whole-school approach to 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, and a networked and sustained program of 
professional learning for principals, teachers and other leaders within schools. Some 
Preschools and Kindergartens are involved with these initiatives, although this occurs 
mostly in rural and remote areas with a high Indigenous population, or where a 
Preschool and/or Kindergarten forms part of a school campus within an Aboriginal 
community. A brief overview of each of the four initiatives follows.  
The Dare to Lead Coalition (Principals Australia Incorporated, 2009) is a 
Commonwealth funded national project that began in 2000 as an agreement between 
the four peak Principals Associations to make Indigenous education their highest 
priority. The coalition is a network of support for school leaders and staff to improve 
educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and to 
promote reconciliation amongst all students. Rather than being a specific program as 
such, the Dare to Lead Coalition aims to support a network of professional 
discussion across schools and sectors. Experienced principals work as program 
facilitators, with the aim of facilitating a wide range of activities to suit the school 
context, and providing a planning framework for future action (Principals Australia 
Incorporated, 2009). 
 In 2009, Loxton Preschool Centre in South Australia became the first 
Preschool in Australia to initiate a connection with the Dare to Lead Coalition and 
undertake the Dare to Lead curriculum review process. Loxton Preschool Centre is a 
non-Indigenous educational site and was the first chosen to trial the Dare to Lead 
Coalition Preschool Checklist that was developed to provide indicators of an 
inclusive and supportive learning environment for Aboriginal children and their 
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families in Preschool contexts. Since joining the Dare to Lead Coalition, the number 
of Indigenous children attending Loxton Preschool Centre has doubled and, in 2011, 
was listed as 13 of 100 children (Principals of Australia Incorporated, 2009). The 
Preschool’s director is the first in Australia to become a Dare to Lead Coalition 
Action Area Contact – a leader who facilitates the involvement of other Preschools, 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, in the Dare to Lead Coalition within their 
region (Principals Australia Incorporated, 2009).  
The Stronger Smarter Institute (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2011) began in 
2005 as a partnership between Education Queensland and the Queensland University 
of Technology. The Stronger Smarter Institute delivers leadership programs for 
school leaders across Australia to enhance the teaching of Indigenous school 
students. The Stronger Smarter Leadership Program is a minimum 1-year 
commitment and requires participants to attend two face-to-face forums, one of 
which is a 6-day residential program held in Cherbourg, South East Queensland. The 
five phases of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program show a commitment to 
networked and sustained professional development. Participants are engaged in 
professional and personal learning about cultural competence, leadership skills, and 
challenging assumptions about school practices and cultures. Professional 
development occurs through face-to-face forums, workplace engagement with 
institute support, on-line discussions, and involvement in a case study and/or action 
research project on own-school transformation (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2011). A 
formative evaluation of The Stronger Smarter Learning Communities Project (Luke 
et al., 2011) highlighted success in case study schools with adopting alternative or 
non-hierarchical organisational structures that enabled leaders to prioritise and 
provide intensive professional development for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
teachers. 
 The Department of Education and Training (2008a) EATSIPS program is a 
core initiative of the Closing the Gap Education Strategy (Department of Education 
and Training, 2009) aimed at reducing gaps in achievement and retention between 
non-Indigenous and Indigenous students in Queensland schools. Since its inception 
in 2006, the EATSIPS program has been offered to all administrators and educators 
in Education Queensland schools (catering for the Preparatory Year – Year 7). Pre-
Preparatory settings connected with an Education Queensland school campus in 
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Indigenous communities also have access to the program. Embedding Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Perspectives in Schools supports schools to incorporate 
Indigenous ways into all school processes (Department of Education and Training, 
2008a). This goal is cited in the Department of Communities (2012) Queensland 
Government Reconciliation Action Plan 2009-2012:  
By June 2012, all Queensland state schools will embed Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander perspectives across the four main areas of school practice: 
personal and professional accountability, organisational environment, 
community engagement, curriculum and pedagogy. (p. 15) 
Teams from schools (e.g., principal and head of curriculum) are encouraged to attend 
full-day workshops offered by Education Queensland throughout the year. Localised 
professional development is also facilitated by EATSIPS officers. An on-line course 
is currently in development and will offer case studies and units of work for teachers, 
particularly those unable to participate in face-to-face professional development 
(Department of Education and Training, 2008a). An evaluation summary of 
EATSIPS (Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2012) released at 
the end of 2012 highlighted strengths with the combination of cluster- and school-
based professional development which enabled “place-based strategies within the 
context of a consistent professional development framework” (p. 2). The evaluation 
also highlighted that despite staff confidence in implementing EATSIPS, there was an 
identified need to continue a focus on supporting non-Indigenous staff to develop 
cultural confidence and competence (Department of Education, Training and 
Employment, 2012). 
 The What Works program (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012) assists schools 
to plan and take action in the areas of building awareness, forming partnerships, and 
working systematically to improve educational outcomes for Indigenous students. 
The program offers on-line print materials including “The Workbook”, which 
provides teachers with tools and information to support planning and action. The 
What Works website also provides access to over 50 case studies of successful 
practices in schools around Australia. Facilitators are available free of charge to 
assist schools to work through the What Works program (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2012). A limited number of early childhood centres have been involved in 
 17 
Chapter 1: Introduction 17 
the What Works program and related research initiatives in rural areas of New South 
Wales and South Australia. Research initiatives have focussed primarily on 
transitions to school for Indigenous children, and identifying reasons why Aboriginal 
people access early childhood centres or not (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). 
Research conducted with early childhood centres in rural South Australia highlighted 
key reasons as to why Aboriginal people do not access early childhood centres in that 
region. These include negative staff attitudes, few other Aboriginal children 
attending, limited communication channels, and limited attention given to Aboriginal 
cultures (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). As mentioned earlier, these issues are 
common to early childhood centres across Australia and have been the subject of 
commentary and research for some time (see Bowes et al., 2010; Butterworth & 
Candy, 1998; De Gioia et al., 2003; Fisher et al., 2008; Kale, 1988; MacNaughton & 
Davis, 2001; Martin, 2007a; Mundine, 2010). 
Each of the four initiatives outlined above provides ongoing professional 
support and comprehensive resources (i.e., curriculum review checklists, workplace 
engagement, program books, on-site facilitators, case studies, residentials, resource 
sheets, on-line discussion forums, network opportunities) for participating schools, as 
well as for Preschools and Kindergartens in some instances. For the most part, these 
initiatives are not marketed broadly to childcare centres in the before-school sector. I 
suggest also that most educators in this sector would be unaware of the scope and 
purpose of these and other initiatives, as well as the potential to initiate involvement. 
Advocacy for sector-led professional development initiatives and broad-scale 
involvement in current federal and state funded initiatives is critical for educators in 
childcare centres if they are to accomplish reform agendas and contribute to broader 
reconciliatory goals. At present, broad-scale involvement in professional 
development initiatives focussed on embedding Indigenous perspectives centres on 
educational sites in the primary and secondary school sectors. Differences between 
initiatives available to educators in forming schooling sites and those in the before-
school sector highlight difficulties for educators in childcare contexts in terms of 
accessing and undertaking ongoing professional learning about ways to embed 
Indigenous perspectives effectively in curricula.  
18 
18 Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1.2.2 Issues for teacher education  
Since the 1990s, many studies (for example Aveling, 2006; Bernhard, 1995; Brown, 
2004; Lin Goodwin & Genor, 2008; Mooney, 2007, 2009; Premier & Miller, 2010; 
Santoro, 2009a, 2009b; Siwatu, 2007; Tatum 1992; Vavrus, 2002) have reported the 
necessity for teacher education courses to support pre-service teachers completing 3-
4 year Bachelor degrees to develop cultural competence and, more specifically, to 
embed Indigenous perspectives. The general theme of these studies is assessing ways 
to support pre-service teachers to challenge cultural assumptions in a range of 
contexts, critically examine their personal beliefs and positioning in society, and 
develop culturally relevant pedagogy. In relation to Indigenous Studies in teacher 
education courses, the findings of a 2005 study led by Rhonda Craven, and 
commissioned by the Department of Education, Science and Training 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2005), highlighted that Aboriginal Studies subjects 
undertaken by pre-service teacher education students during their Bachelor program 
do make a positive difference to their teaching in schools. As stated in the findings, 
participating teachers reported knowing more about: 
... broad areas of history, current issues, and pedagogical strategies compared 
with participating teachers who had not undertaken such courses ... they also 
report knowing more about the rationale for teaching Aboriginal Studies to all 
Australian students and the importance of this for reconciliation and creating 
a socially just Australia for all Australians. (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2005, p. 81) 
These findings are reflected in the more recent work of Mooney (2007, 2009) who 
suggests that core Aboriginal studies in teacher education courses are necessary for 
the advancement of Aboriginal students, and for all Australian children to gain a 
richer understanding of Indigenous and Australian histories. It is unfortunate that not 
all Australian universities have adopted a compulsory Indigenous Studies 
requirement despite national policy for universities being in place for almost 30 years 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2005; Craven, Halse, Marsh, Mooney & Wilson-
Miller, 2005; Mooney, 2007, 2009). However, in many Australian universities, it is 
likely that pre-service teachers studying for a Bachelor degree will complete a 
cultural studies component within their degree program over those studying for a 
vocational qualification (e.g., Certificate in Children’s Services or Diploma in 
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Children’s Services) in Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutions. 
Educators completing a vocational qualification rarely have access to mandatory 
subjects that support the development of cultural competence, or more specifically, 
require compulsory participation in an Indigenous Studies subject. At best, the 
majority of educators employed in the before-school sector in Australia will have 
access to one-off workshops or seminar presentations that provide initial exposure to 
matters of diversity including embedding Indigenous perspectives, but limited 
support to transfer learning into teaching practice (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007; 
Russell, 2009). This has implications for the efficacy of educators’ work, their 
ongoing professional learning, and the contributions of early childhood educators and 
centres to broader reconciliatory aims. 
1.2 Purpose of the research 
This study contributes to the small but significant base of research and literature that 
examines educators’ efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous 
childcare centres (see K. Davis, 2004, 2007; Fisher et al., 2008; Giugni & Eisleiman, 
2010; Imtoual, Kameniar & Bradley, 2009; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001; Mundine, 
2010; Principals Australia Incorporated, 2009). It addresses important issues related 
to: 1) the reproduction of whiteness discourses in diversity work that is seen to be 
productive and inclusive, and 2) advances ideas about models of professional 
development that can support changes in educators’ knowledge and practices at an 
ideological as well as technical level. Specifically, the study examines the work of 12 
non-Indigenous educators in two non-Indigenous long day care centres as they make 
attempts to embed Indigenous perspectives in classroom practices and operational 
procedures. Examination of whiteness discourses in approaches to consultation and 
the pragmatics of embedding Indigenous perspectives provide insight into the 
experiences of these educators as they engage in a facilitated research-based 
approach to professional development. This study provides a localised example of 
the work of 12 non-Indigenous educators as they negotiate policy, socio-political 
issues, staff relations, parent relations and interactions with Indigenous peoples to 
effect change. Of key interest in this research is identifying and naming colonial 
silences that are always present in diversity work.  
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 There are no current national or state-based strategies that require educators 
in the before-school sector to access appropriate forms of professional development 
that support explorations of diversity and related considerations. This is particularly 
so for the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives, which is positioned on or 
near the periphery of diversity concepts in early childhood education policy. Current 
efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous early childhood centres 
are piecemeal (Davis, 2007) and there is limited professional support for educators 
who undertake this work (Mundine, 2010). Pedagogical and collegial action that 
results from collaborations between educators and outsiders (i.e., teacher educators 
or others who facilitate collaborative research with educators) continues to be a 
potential area of research. As identified by Goodfellow (2005) in a review of 
research articles published in the Australian Journal of Early Childhood between 
2000 and 2004, more than half (54%) of the 93 articles reported research undertaken 
by teacher educators whose investigations sought responses from practitioners. In 
comparison to this figure, just over one quarter (26%) of articles reported data 
actively generated by practitioners who were given opportunities to add their 
perspectives through engaged discussion and collaboration on an issue targeted by 
the researcher. Only seven of the 93 articles were representative of collaborative 
practitioner research. These seven articles reported studies that were initiated by 
teacher educators but involved practitioners in decision-making about the 
methodology and/or data collection, selection and analysis (Goodfellow, 2005). As 
discussed in Chapter 4, this study employs a facilitated action research approach 
focussed on collaborative participation between an outsider-researcher and 
participants within a research site. Participants in this study chose a topic for 
investigation aligned with the researcher’s interest in broad themes of culture and 
diversity and the members of their action research group. Participants also chose a 
key data collection tool suited to the context in which they worked. 
Methodologically, this study contributes to a relatively small base of research on 
collaborative practitioner research within childcare contexts. It also contributes to a 
larger base of research that investigates the use of action research as a form of 
professional development in educational sites. The childcare context affords a new 
perspective on action research as a form of professional development because this 
approach has only recently been more broadly applied in the before-school sector in 
Australia (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009; Russell, 2009). 
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The findings of this study are not generalisable. Action research is a localised 
methodology that provides insight into the actions of a particular group of people in a 
particular context and time frame (Cherry, 1999). As Kemmis (2010) describes, 
action research is a contribution to the history of a particular place – meaning the 
focus is what happens or what is done in a particular place and time as a result of 
action research. As this research was conducted in two urban non-Indigenous 
childcare centres with 12 non-Indigenous childcare educators, early childhood 
settings with similar demographics may find similarities between the findings and 
recommendations of this study and their own localised practices. 
1.3 Research questions 
This study collected data from educators in two long day care centres that chose to 
undertake a facilitated research-based model of professional development on the 
topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives. The study is guided by the following 
research questions:   
1. How does whiteness impact the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in two urban early childhood centres?  
2. How does a research-based approach to professional development 
support the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives?  
1.4 Research design and theoretical framework  
An action research methodology was employed to generate understanding about the 
experiences of participants in their work of embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
Twelve participants in two long day care centres participated in a facilitated action 
research project on the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives over several 
months. Action research enables collaborations within and outside an educational 
site, meaning it was possible to work alongside participants as a co-researcher 
throughout the data collection phase. Collaborations with teachers can potentially 
serve to perpetuate dominant discourses in an uncritical manner (Kennedy, 2005) – a 
concern that provides the impetus for analysis in this thesis. Chapter 5 considers 
cultural standpoint and researcher reflexivity to address issues of white identity given 
this research focussed on the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives including 
consultation with Indigenous people.  
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Under certain conditions, collaborations with teachers can act as powerful 
sites of transformation (Kennedy, 2005), but in colonising contexts, whiteness orients 
the efficacy of what is transformed and in what ways. In this research, whiteness and 
racism are understood as a “form of doing” rather than a form of inaction (Ahmed, 
2012, p. 45). This orientation enables consideration of how the everyday actions and 
talk of educators are shaped by whiteness discourses in non-Indigenous childcare 
centres. Whiteness discourses reproduce inequities in educators’ practices despite an 
outward appearance of productivity and inclusivity. This thesis is concerned with 
whiteness as both a marker and regulator in the realm of education, a key social 
institution accountable for both the reproduction and countering of racialising 
practices. 
1.5 Organisational structure of the thesis 
This chapter has provided a general introduction and overview of the study. It 
identified the research questions and purpose of this work. The second chapter, the 
literature review, contextualises the study within the field and current issues. It 
locates these within discussion about recent policy changes in early childhood 
education and debates about cultural competence and professional development. The 
chapter concludes with discussion about guidelines for embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. Whiteness theory and related critiques provide the theoretical 
orientation of the study and are outlined in Chapter 3. The fourth chapter outlines the 
methodology of action research and provides an overview of the data collection and 
analysis methods. Three data analysis chapters follow. Chapter 5 focuses on cultural 
standpoint. I employ whiteness theories related to education and architecture to re-
read the research sites, the development of the action research project and my 
position as white researcher. Chapter 6 considers consultation with Indigenous 
people and the impact of whiteness on interactional patterns in curriculum 
development, whole-of-centre activities and community engagement within the two 
participating centres. In the final data chapter, Chapter 7, the pragmatics or the 
‘doing’ of embedding Indigenous perspectives is examined to consider how 
whiteness mediated what became possible or permissible in the participants’ work. 
Chapter 8 begins with an overview and synthesis of the data chapters in relation to 
the research questions, which is followed by recommendations related to policy, 
professional development and practice. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
This chapter reviews the literature that informs and frames the study. It begins with 
discussion about Australia as a colonising context to provide a framework for 
examining dominant discourses in race relations between non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous peoples. Discussion about the application of broader socio-political 
discourses in educational sites leads to a specific focus on responses to diversity in 
education and embedding Indigenous perspectives in the Australian early childhood 
field. Limitations on the work of non-Indigenous educators and embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous settings are explored to identify ongoing 
effects of colonialism in contemporary teaching spaces. This analysis also supports 
consideration of appropriate methodologies for professional development that 
support educators’ efforts around embedding processes. In regard to the professional 
development aspect of this study, the analysis firstly considers issues with neutrality 
in professional development focussed on diversity work. Professional development 
for embedding Indigenous perspectives is discussed, and prevailing issues with 
access to professional learning in the before-school sector are identified. Modes of 
delivery and design elements are then examined to identify features of professional 
development that can support educators’ to effect change in their thinking and 
practices. The final section considers issues with effecting change in colonial 
contexts. As literature on embedding Indigenous perspectives and literature on 
professional development relates mostly to formal schooling sites, the term “teacher” 
is used interchangeably with the term “educator” throughout this chapter. 
2.1 Australia as a colonising context 
In contemporary times, Australia remains a colonising context. The specificities of 
Australia as a settler colony are distinct because sovereignty has never been ceded by 
Indigenous peoples (Broome, 2010; Chalmers, 2005; Moreton-Robinson, 2000). 
Now recognised formally as the First Australians, Indigenous peoples retain 
sovereignty rights to Australia, but not under the doctrine of colonial law. 
Recognition of Indigenous sovereignty raises fundamental and enduring questions 
about the legitimacy of British occupation (Moreton-Robinson, 2007). To acquire 
sovereignty, a colonial country could form treaties with Indigenous occupants by 
24 
24 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
way of cession, conquer the Indigenous population by way of proclamation of the 
laws of the conqueror that were in force, or by peaceable settlement (Chalmers, 
2005). In Australia’s history, the notion of peaceable settlement could only be 
operationalised by the British on the principle of terra nullius (Broome, 2010; 
Chalmers, 2005). As described in Chapter 1, terra nullius is a colonial doctrine that 
denied Aboriginal sovereignty rights through the biological classification of 
Indigenous peoples as sub-human (Chalmers, 2005; Mooney & Craven, 2006). If a 
county was perceived to be devoid of people or terra nullius, it stood that “the laws 
of the foreign entity would apply immediately on occupation” (Chalmers, 2005, p. 
153). In this respect, the settlers’ claims to occupation relied on scientific 
constructions of race that provided expedient ‘proof’ of the incapacities of 
Indigenous peoples to live intellectual and moral lives (Haebich, 2008). Scientific 
rationalisations were used by the British to invade Indigenous lands and territories 
and colonise the land now known as Australia.  
 Claims of a post-colonial Australia have been examined in terms of 
differences between the settlers’ claims to sovereignty based on possession, and the 
ontological relationship to land that is exclusive to Indigenous peoples. Moreton-
Robinson (2003) observes that in Australia, “the colonials did not go home and 
‘postcolonial’ remains based on whiteness” (p. 30). Here, Moreton-Robinson (2003) 
points to the connection between possession and an investment in a white Australia, 
premised on the idea that Indigenous peoples were a ‘doomed’ race (Attwood, 2005). 
This historicist representation of Aboriginality was central to imagining Australia as 
a modern society; with the British and their white Australian descendents the primary 
subjects (Attwood, 2005). Whiteness has been mobilised throughout Australian 
history in various forms, as discussed in detail in Chapter 3. As an organising 
principle for non-Indigenous peoples’ understanding of Australian history, race, and 
culture, whiteness continues to shape how individuals and collectives are positioned, 
represented and understood in contemporary times. Whiteness is central to racialising 
practices in Australia and is mobilised in various forms in institutional spaces and the 
personal lives of individuals. Examination of how whiteness mobilises and regulates 
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2.1.1 Race relations in Australia 
Due to a shared history, all Australians have a relationship with Aboriginality 
(Phillips, 2005, 2012). Regardless of cultural heritage, stories of arrival and contact 
with Indigenous peoples, the everyday realities of non-Indigenous Australians are 
shaped in relation with/to Indigenous Australia, although this fact remains largely 
unrecognised or denied (Trees, 1998). On the premise of terra nullius, non-
Indigenous people have circumscribed images and narratives around arrival and 
settlement that continue to shape non-Indigenous and Indigenous relations in the 
present. As Langton (1993) comments: 
The most dense relationship is not between actual people, but between white 
Australians and the symbols created by their predecessors. Australians do not 
know and relate to Aboriginal people. They relate to stories told by former 
colonists. (p. 33) 
Stories built around ideas of a white nation state remain immensely powerful and 
continue to shape a sense of Australian identity. For example, throughout Australian 
history, stories about heroic explorers and pioneers have produced simple binaries 
including settler/native and civilisation/savagery that have drawn on the notion of the 
British subject struggling with violent opposition from Aboriginal inhabitants 
(Furniss, 2005). Frontier narratives have also romanticised Indigenous peoples in 
terms of lamenting their fate by the impact of European expansion (Furniss, 2005). 
However, this has been based more on the understanding that the nobility of a 
‘simple’ existence would be “automatically undone in the face of western cultures” 
(Elder, 2009, p. 21). Civilising narratives enabled paternalistic discourses premised 
on the supposed protection of Aboriginal people, as well as the attainment of desired 
western attributes including religion, education and dress. Manning (2005) states that 
the civilising and Christianising of Indigenous peoples was central to assimilation 
into western culture because it did not disrupt processes of colonisation. In line with 
notions of paternalism, Aboriginal peoples could take up, and were forced to take up, 
employment on stations as labourers and stockman, and in houses as domestics. As 
wages were controlled by designated ‘protectors’, Aboriginal peoples were coerced 
into relationships with non-Indigenous ‘employers’ based on duty and service 
(Furniss, 2005). Elder (2009) explains that from the 1970s, assimilation became a 
central discourse in race relations in line with increasing recognition of injustices 
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inflicted on Indigenous peoples throughout Australian history. Indigenous self-
determination has been a central narrative to reconciliatory aims in more recent 
times, although the concept and related practices continue to be mediated by 
governments through policy and populist discourse (Elder, 2009). 
 Race relations between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people have varied 
over time and region, although the examples of dominant colonial discourses 
described above continue to shape how different groups are positioned, represented 
and understood. Binaries that stem from colonial narratives reinforce essentialist 
notions of Indigenous peoples and detract from the complexities of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous relations and Indigenous identities (Nakata, 2004). They also deny 
counter-narratives that detail how Indigenous peoples have contested and shaped 
racialising practices throughout Australian history, to the present day.  
 In relations with Indigenous peoples, non-Indigenous individuals and 
collectives often employ simple binaries including us/them (or they) to organise their 
understanding about identity, as well as culture (Carter, 2006; Phillips, 2005, 2012). 
To maintain a privileged position in relation with/to Indigenous peoples, non-
Indigenous people have access to narratives about Australian history that enable 
proximity to whiteness and distancing from Indigenous ‘difference’ (Moreton-
Robinson, 1999, 2004). Related understandings about Australian culture draw from 
ideas of a pioneering spirit, hardship and mateship that deny Indigenous presence and 
recognition of Indigenous history (Phillips, 2005, 2012). As these narratives centre 
on whiteness – a ‘non-raced’ construct based on scientific classification – the culture 
of white people can be imagined in terms of endearing national stories rather than 
through ethnicity and difference. This translates to ethnicity and difference being 
attached only to non-white people, and understood largely in deficit terms (Carter, 
2006). In comparison to the endearing national stories that shape the culture of white 
people, Indigenous cultures are imagined in historical terms, through absence, or by 
way of an homogenous non-white ‘other’ (Carter, 2006; Hollinsworth, 2006). 
Concepts of culture are complex and fluid, and in relation to whiteness, largely 
denied (Dyer, 1997). I consider the ramifications of constructions of whiteness as 
‘non-raced’ in Chapter 3. Colonial narratives are maintained and re-told through 
events, ceremonies and national days, as well as mainstream institutions including 
the media and education. In the section following, I consider how broad socio-
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political discourses common to colonising contexts are reproduced in educational 
agendas and practices. 
2.2 Diversity, education and broad socio-political agendas  
Educational responses to diversity are not static. In line with shifts in political and 
social agendas, responses to diversity have ranged from segregation and assimilation, 
to integration and inclusion. As a manifestation of colonisation, the portrayal of 
diversity and related forms of difference in western education has centred on notions 
of deficit. This portrayal has enabled and upheld colonial measures designed to 
eradicate or assimilate individuals, languages and perspectives within mainstream 
educational systems (Hambel, 2005a, 2005b, 2006; Kalantzis, 2005). Movements 
such as multicultural education, prominent in the 1970s and 1980s, were progressive 
against the overtly racist White Australia Policy that persisted until 1973. However, 
behind the rhetoric of harmony and celebration, multiculturalism achieved little in 
terms of disrupting recurrent configurations and processes of colonial violence in 
society and institutions including education (Behrendt, 2003; Carter, 2006; Cope & 
Kalantzis, 1987; Edmundson, 2009; Hage, 1998; Kalantzis, 2005). More recently, 
discourses of cultural competence and social inclusion have become popular in 
educational vernacular. These discourses open spaces for working with multiple 
perspectives and building understanding about circumstances for particular 
individuals and groups, although it is yet to be determined whether a cultural 
competence framework can enable new configurations of power and knowledge 
structures in Australian educational systems.  
The perspectives and knowledges of Indigenous peoples have endured and 
survived colonisation processes designed to dispossess, distil, silence, erase and 
‘stabilise’ (Behrendt, 2003; Reynolds, 1996; Watson, 2009). In the past two decades, 
the shared histories of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples have received public 
recognition through varied, but few avenues including Paul Keating’s speech on 
Aboriginal reconciliation in 1992 (The Redfern Address), and the Apology delivered 
by Kevin Rudd in 2008. As prominent social institutions, educational systems are 
pivotal to continuing the reconciliation agenda that emerged formally in consultative 
processes with Aboriginal peoples begun by the Hawke Government in the 1980s 
(Burridge, 2006). It is now an underlying premise of educational policy that 
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reconciliation is “a necessary and important aspect of curriculum programs” 
(Burridge, 2006, p. 68). Although largely symbolic, the reconciliation agenda has 
provided an accessible starting point for non-Indigenous educators and institutions to 
recognise and re-evaluate the ways they understand and frame relations with 
Indigenous peoples.  
Reconciliation is a contested and dynamic term that invites a multitude of 
meanings and interpretations (Behrendt, 2003; Burridge, 2009; Carter, 2006). Put 
simply, reconciliation is concerned with relationships between non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous Australians, and reparation for relationships between Indigenous peoples 
and place. The globally framed Indigenous rights discourse is one alternative to 
reconciliation but, in Australia and elsewhere, is generally viewed by non-Indigenous 
people as being more overtly political because of definitive claims to social, cultural 
and economic independence and compensation (Behrendt, 2003; Corntassel, 2008; 
Walter, 2007). Self-determination, an economic base, land rights and compensation, 
constitutional recognition, and cultural heritage (language, traditions, knowledge), 
are common holistic aspirations of Indigenous rights discourse (Behrendt, 2003). 
Dialogue and debate about these aspirations are often framed by the term 
sovereignty; a technical legal term that holds different meanings for Indigenous 
groups and individuals, but is used often in social and political rhetoric. Behrendt 
(2003) describes this term as an “obstacle” in the Indigenous rights debate because it 
is “met with confusion and suspicion from non-Indigenous people who understand 
the word only in its context under international law” (p. 95). Non-Indigenous people 
view the claim of sovereignty as a threat to the Australian state, therefore 
understanding the concept as “radical, subversive and dangerous” (Behrendt, 2003, 
p. 95). Within this framework, sovereignty is constructed as being more overtly 
political than notions of reconciliation.  
Reconciliation aims, processes and outcomes mirror the agendas of 
successive governments. Burridge (2009) outlines reconciliation typologies on a 
continuum of normative (assimilationist) outcomes, symbolic (rhetorical) outcomes, 
and substantive (rights-based) outcomes. Normative and symbolic outcomes are 
considered soft or practical, while substantive outcomes are considered hard or, 
according to Burridge, genuine. In broad social terms, normative forms of 
reconciliation attend to practical issues including adequate housing, health and 
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education. At the other end of the continuum, substantive forms of reconciliation 
achieve treaty/sovereignty rights and compensation (Burridge, 2009). 
In educational discourse, the term reconciliation is applied liberally to infer 
ideals of aspiration, redressing disadvantage, committing to equity, contributing to 
post-apology Australia, and respecting diversity (Burridge, 2009). Alignment 
between the rhetoric of reconciliation and the achievement of reconciliatory aims is 
complex at best. Educational systems cannot compensate for society, and their 
achievements (or lack thereof) should always be considered against broader social 
and political influences (Bernstein, 1970). At a local level, educational systems are a 
logical starting point for identifying and addressing reconciliation aims (Burridge, 
2006). How reconciliatory aims play out in the classrooms of childcare settings and 
schools is dependent on a complex interplay of socio-political agendas, professional 
and personal rationales, and interactions between stakeholders.  
Research about meanings of reconciliation in school contexts was conducted 
by Burridge between 1998 and 2000, at the peak of the Formal Decade of 
Reconciliation that began when the Keating Government legislated to create the 
Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation in 1991 (Aubrey-Poiner & Phillips, 2010). 
Burridge (2006, 2007) identifies that meanings attached to reconciliation in the 
education community align mostly with soft and symbolic reconciliation 
perspectives. In educational systems, soft perspectives play out as aspirational 
statements and practice that project a semblance of equity while maintaining existing 
structures of authority and control (Burridge, 2006, 2007). Symbolic perspectives 
play out as the use of symbols, celebrations and ceremonies that are highly visible, 
but are sometimes used in place of the presence of Indigenous people. Soft and 
symbolic outcomes are accommodated in the national psyche because they are non-
adversarial and pose little risk to disrupting imposed colonial schemas (Burridge, 
2006). They are also important first steps and represent tangible reconciliatory gains, 
although as Burridge (2006) concludes: 
... the education community may be more responsive to some of the historical 
issues of reconciliation and the need to say sorry – but is still vague regarding 
the extent of its commitment to the process. (p. 74) 
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Genuine forms of democratic practice in educational systems that are further along a 
continuum toward substantive outcomes would honour the viability of Indigenous 
knowledges and perspectives as “ways of being, knowing and doing” (Martin, 2005, 
p. 27) alongside western frameworks. An example of Burridge’s (2006, 2007) 
genuine democratic practice can be observed in New Zealand, where this realisation 
underpins the Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 1996) national bi-
cultural curriculum for early childhood contexts. The Te Whāriki curriculum is 
premised on both-ways learning that upholds, simultaneously, the viability of 
Indigenous perspectives and Pakeha (European) perspectives as a basis for early 
childhood education curriculum. It is not my intent to outline the history of this 
document here, although it should be noted that as a bi-cultural document, Te 
Whāriki reflects the Treaty of Waitangi partnership of Maori and Pakeha and is 
grounded in the contexts of Aotearoa-New Zealand (May, 2002).  
Substantive, rights-based outcomes are yet to be achieved in broad 
reconciliatory processes in the Australian context. In educational systems, practices 
that are genuinely democratic can lead and, in some cases have led, to more 
substantive gains in the form of material spaces for Indigenous self-representation, 
reciprocal partnerships with Indigenous people, and the centralising of Indigenous 
perspectives. Dumbrill and Green (2008) use the term “restoration” (p. 499) to 
describe a project in which Indigenous perspectives achieve equal status in non-
Indigenous institutional domains. The contributions and responsibilities of non-
Indigenous people are described in this way:  
... the academy [and related institutions] must learn ways to include and 
explore ... knowledges in a respectful and honourable manner. This stage 
requires moving beyond a critique of Eurocentrism and addressing 
restoration. (Dumbrill & Green, 2008, p. 499)  
There is a suggestion here that Indigenous perspectives are absent until restored by 
non-Indigenous institutions and individuals. As Phillips (2011) articulates, 
“Indigenous cultures and knowledges have survived the onslaught of colonial 
thought and hold a privileged position in relation to knowledge perspectives on non-
Indigenous domains” (p. 13). Of importance in Dumbrill and Green’s (2008) project 
is the emphasis on learning and a commitment from non-Indigenous educators to 
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move toward conscious relational positions with Indigenous peoples and Indigenous 
perspectives. 
2.2.1 Education and the cultural interface 
As institutional spaces, educational sites need to be understood as processes, or even 
effects of processes of colonisation, rather than simple bricks and mortar (Ahmed, 
2012). In colonising contexts, educational sites uphold and reproduce western 
institutional arrangements and knowledge traditions (Hambel, 2005b, 2006; Hytten, 
2006; Nakata, 2007). Beyond broad-stroke reconciliatory aims, the application and 
centralisation of Indigenous knowledge systems and Indigenous perspectives into 
western or mainstream educational sites and practices is highly complex. Differences 
in how knowledges are framed, how they are constituted, what can be known, and 
who can be a knower (Nakata, 2007) are some of the many issues and contestations 
that mediate embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous educational sites. 
To what extent this occurs is also contested given key differences between soft and 
more genuine forms of embedding that produce issues for representation and utility. 
As Langton (1993) questions:  
Can we ever decolonise Australian institutions? Can we decolonise our 
minds? Probably not. But we can try to find ways to undermine the colonial 
hegemony. (p. 8) 
As western educational systems have operated largely as a series of exclusions of 
non-white people and non-white perspectives (Jones, 1999), finding ways to 
undermine cultural hegemony requires theorising about how mainstream educational 
sites can be imagined and mobilised in terms of diversity-related work. From 
curriculum to operational procedures, it is critical to understand how colonialism and 
resulting racialising practices and processes inform, undermine and provide 
opportunity for new understanding about educators’ efforts. In this present study, this 
critical aim underpins Research Question 1: How does whiteness impact the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in two urban early childhood centres? 
  To understand what occurs at entry points for embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in non-Indigenous educational sites, it is useful to consider Nakata’s 
(2007) theorising about “the cultural interface” (p. 7). Nakata (2007) defines the 
cultural interface as a contested space between knowledge systems and perspectives 
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that is not clearly Indigenous or western. It is bound by historical and socio-political 
discourses which condition how individuals interpret the world, how they understand 
their changing realities in everyday life, and what knowledge is operationalised in 
daily activities (Nakata, 2007). Whether recognised or not, Indigenous peoples and 
Indigenous knowledges and perspectives are configured and re-configured in 
institutional practices and the realities of non-Indigenous peoples’ daily lives 
(Phillips, 2005, 2012). This occurs because the everyday realities of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people are bound by Australia’s colonial history and present, and, by 
effect, how different groups are positioned and represented in social worlds. In the 
work of embedding Indigenous perspectives then, Indigenous peoples and 
Indigenous perspectives, knowledges and symbols are “already discursively 
bounded, ordered and organised by others and their sets of interests” (Nakata, 2007, 
p. 9). In this respect, entry points for embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-
Indigenous educational sites are influenced on different levels. These include policy, 
institutional commitment and practices, logistical considerations and professional 
development, but also the ways non-Indigenous educators interpret the purpose, 
scope and possibilities around this work in their professional and personal lives.  
 Working at the cultural interface requires several interconnected strategies 
that can propel educators’ practices beyond tacit (or ‘how to’) understandings of their 
professional role. In a study by Williamson and Dalal (2007) focussed on 
Indigenising a university curriculum, the researchers identified the need for multiple 
strategies in embedding processes. One strategy focussed on connectedness between 
the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives and local Indigenous expertise and 
understanding, which can support a continuing challenging of western ‘authority’ in 
curricula design (Williamson & Dalal, 2007). The researchers also identified that 
teacher-educators require institutional support for ongoing self-analysis about social 
positionings and relations between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people many will 
find “extraordinarily discomforting” (Williamson & Dalal, 2007, p. 57). This finding 
has implications for teacher learning in terms of professional development design 
that supports ongoing engagement with self-reflective practices – a point emphasised 
by Williamson and Dalal (2007) in regard to difficulties with isolated approaches to 
staff development. Combined, the strategies identified by Williamson and Dalal 
(2007) provide scope for unsettling technical forms of practice that uphold 
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institutional norms and behaviours, or, how things are always done. However, with 
any approach, there is risk of reproducing colonial discourses, which particular 
strategies aim to dispel. For example, in consultation processes with Indigenous 
peoples, there is risk of denying reciprocity, cultural safety and spaces for self-
representation (Butler-Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Craven, 1998, 1999; Grace & 
Trudgett, 2012; Kitson & Bowes, 2010; McNaughton & Hughes, 2007; Secretariat of 
National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care Inc. (SNAICC), 2010). In curricula 
development and design, there is risk of essentialising diverse Indigenous 
perspectives and maintaining Indigenous perspectives on the periphery of 
educational practice (Battiste, 2008; Craven, 1998, 1999; Nakata, 2011). Non-
Indigenous educators may also mobilise resistance to self-analysis in relation to 
culture and identity because this work can be discomforting and is rarely enforced on 
those who identify as members of the mainstream group (Aveling, 2006; Phillips, 
2011). These and other issues with embedding processes are explicated throughout 
this chapter and in the analysis presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. I mention such 
issues here to introduce some of the complexities and challenges of working at the 
cultural interface in non-Indigenous educational sites. 
 Restoring the status of Indigenous perspectives in educational institutions 
produces political sensitivities because of the intent to normalise knowledges and 
ideologies positioned historically as non-existent. In light of a raft of recent 
government reforms and recognition of the contribution of quality childcare to 
society more broadly, the Australian early childhood field is particularly visible at 
this time. The level of visibility attracted at both the micro and macro level 
influences choices about the framing of overt political practices in early childhood 
education. In a climate of sensitivity to political risk, seemingly political pedagogical 
choices are more likely to be contested, and those choices that are made may align 
more closely with conventional government agendas (Pidgeon, Kasperson & Slovic, 
2003; Sumsion et al., 2009). Pushing the boundaries of conventional agendas brings 
additional risks, but also opens spaces for new possibilities. Moss (2007) emphasises 
the value of new possibilities when speaking about the importance of “bringing 
politics into the nursery” (p. 6). Politics in the form of genuine democratic practice 
“creates possibilities for diversity to flourish ... by doing so, it offers the best 
environment for the production of new thinking and new practice” (p. 7).  
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A move toward reciprocal partnerships and centralising Indigenous 
perspectives in early childhood spaces is applicable to all settings regardless of the 
demographic of educators, families and the surrounding community. Like schools, 
childcare settings contribute greatly to preparing all children for their adult role in 
society. As Wangmann (1991) argued some time ago, the “role good quality early 
childhood services play in benefiting society is just as significant, if not more so, 
than that played by the school system and the higher education system” (p. 5). The 
construction of early childhood policy, position statements and other forms of 
‘permission’ for democratic practice is of consequence to how diversity agendas play 
out in childcare classrooms. In the section following, I review national responses to 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in the Australian early childhood field. To 
highlight more recent reforms, I draw attention to a prominent early childhood 
position statement and the possibilities that were created and politically managed 
with the introduction of the first national learning framework for Australian early 
childhood settings. 
2.3 Indigenous perspectives: Responses from the Australian early childhood 
field 
In October 2004, Early Childhood Australia (ECA), the national peak body for early 
childhood education, ratified a position statement titled: A statement of regret and 
commitment to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families. An 
apology for the loss of family, cultural identity, lands and waters, languages and 
communities following Invasion forms the first part of the statement, followed by a 
commitment to reconciliation. The most recent update of the statement ratified in 
August 2008 frames reconciliation as a commitment to “actively seek involvement”, 
“invite”, and develop “reciprocal links” with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. As a challenge to insensitive and biased attitudes, practices and behaviours, 
reconciliation is also said to shape a commitment to be “respectful”, include “social 
justice”, sponsor “awareness-raising” and “actively promote this commitment to all 
ECA members” (Early Childhood Australia (ECA), 2008).  
Statements such as this are important institutional reference points for a 
commitment to reconciliation in the Australian context. In addition, to move beyond 
rhetoric, institutional responses to reconciliation must do more than achieve 
compensatory aims. Recognition of wrongdoings and challenges to insensitive 
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attitudes and behaviours are necessary, but largely ineffective if existing knowledge 
and power structures are maintained (Dei, 2008; Sleeter, 1993, 1994, 2007). 
Reciprocity is critical to valuing the contributions of Indigenous peoples, but 
institutions should always be concerned about how these contributions are invited 
and framed by western schema (Fredericks, 2008; Irving, 2003; Martin, 2007a, 
2007b, 2009). Also of concern is how stated aims can transfer to tangible gains at the 
classroom level. Appropriate educational strategies that support the transference of 
policy aims into tools, resources and appropriate pedagogies are fundamental to any 
gains in teaching practice (Carr, 2007).  
National influence on matters related to Indigenous perspectives is critical in 
the Australian context because the early childhood sector had various state-based 
jurisdictions in place for policy, administration and regulation until very recently. In 
December 2007, COAG agreed to a partnership between state and territory 
governments to pursue substantial reforms in early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011b). A central component of this agenda 
was a commitment to the development of a new National Quality Agenda (NQA) for 
the ECEC sector in Australia. The NQA will provide a National Quality Standard, 
implemented from January 2012, enhanced regulatory arrangements and a quality 
rating system (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011b). The Framework 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2009) was the first element of the NQA to come into 
effect in 2009. As introduced in Chapter 1, the Framework is the first national 
learning framework for early childhood settings (catering for children aged birth – 5 
years) in Australia. The NQA will oversee an ECEC sector characterised by a 
complex array of public, private, not-for-profit, church, charitable and community 
players that are diverse in history, demographic and educational approach 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2011c; Elliot, 2006).  
The introduction of the Framework in 2009 presented a critical opportunity 
for a strategic and comprehensive national response to embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in early childhood education curricula. The Framework is positioned to 
complement, supplement or replace individual state and territory frameworks, and is 
designed to support Goal 2 of the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for 
Young Australians (hereafter the Melbourne Declaration), released in 2008 by the 
Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs. As part 
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of Goal 2 of the Melbourne Declaration, there is a commitment to improve outcomes 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people, and for all young Australians 
to become active and informed citizens (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). As 
stated in the Framework, “early childhood education has a critical role to play in 
delivering this outcome” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 6).  
 A draft version of the Framework was released publically in 2008 and trialled 
by twenty-nine early years settings across Australia (McKew, 2009). The draft 
Framework and supporting professional documents outlined specific practices related 
to reconciliation and embedding Indigenous perspectives. These included educators 
teaching children about racism and reconciliation, flying the Aboriginal flag and 
Torres Strait Islander flag, and inviting Elders to give talks. The majority of the 
document focussed on play-based pedagogy, and Indigenous perspectives were 
articulated as an element of pedagogical design.  
Competing forms of opposition to aspects of the draft Framework appeared in 
mainstream media circles and from within the early childhood education field. Some 
early childhood constituents trialling the framework called for a greater focus on 
Indigenous knowledges (Irvine & Verstege, 2009), while others critiqued the absence 
of a strengths-based framework for incorporating Indigenous perspectives in place of 
redressing disadvantage (Social Justice in Early Childhood (SJIEC), 2008). 
Mainstream media responses concentrated on politicising Indigenous issues, with an 
overt and sustained political angle that questioned the relevance of reconciliation and 
Indigenous perspectives for young children. Prominent Australian newspapers ran 
headlines including Racism lessons for the under-5s (O’Brien, 2009a), Red flag on 
preschools (“Red flag on preschools”, 2009), Plan to teach tots calls for PC play 
(Bita, 2008) and Toddler pollies: Guidelines for activists (O’Brien, 2009b). 
Following the release of the final version of the Framework in 2009, Bita (2009) 
authored a follow-up article titled Play in, politics out for new early learning 
manifesto. The article heralded the ‘de-politicising’ of the Framework: 
The federal Government has torn up its politically correct curriculum for 
children in daycare, quietly replacing it with a family-friendly guide ... 
Discussion of “civic participation” and “reconciliation” has vanished from the 
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new version, which highlights the importance of playing outdoors, 
storytelling, drawing and singing nursery rhymes. (Bita, 2009, p. 3) 
The intent of the Framework’s contributors to “recognise, incorporate and build on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s ways of knowing and being” (Sumsion 
et al., 2009, p. 9) had been overwritten, largely by coercion in the form of ‘public 
outcry’. The media and related public forums became the vehicle through which 
colonial discourses of silencing and erasure could be employed in the revision 
process in the ‘best’ interests of children, families and socially mandated 
‘commonsense’. The subsequent toning-down of supposed controversial ideas in the 
final version of the Framework became a form of governmental management of risk 
or political sensitivities (Sumsion et al., 2009). The revision process was one of 
contestation and resistance on behalf of early childhood education constituents and 
other interested parties who sought to make a constructive contribution to 
reconciliation. Ultimately, it represented a lost opportunity to move toward a 
strategic and comprehensive national response to embedding Indigenous perspectives 
in early childhood education curricula that promoted some semblance of the 
centralising of Indigenous perspectives.  
A focus on embedding Indigenous perspectives is present in the final version 
of the Framework (and the various state-based frameworks), albeit on the periphery 
of recommended practice in early childhood education. Some ground is being made 
with the introduction of professional support documents that accompany the 
Framework, one of which suggests the use of an Aboriginal learning framework (8 
Ways, developed by the Regional Aboriginal Education Team and Early Childhood 
Team Western NSW, NSW Department of Education and Training) as a basis for 
curriculum planning (see Commonwealth of Australia, 2011a). The work of early 
childhood educator and scholar Karen Martin also provides a framework for 
developing inclusive early childhood practice. From an Aboriginal Australian 
perspective, Martin (2005, 2007b, 2009) speaks about relatedness as a starting point 
or term of reference for reconceptualising Aboriginal early childhood education and 
the teaching of Aboriginal children in Australia. Relatedness is a worldview that 
encompasses people and all elements of the environment. It relates to identity, a 
person’s law, stories of place and reciprocal roles and responsibilities among 
individuals and groups (Martin, 2005). It is not my intent to provide a comprehensive 
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overview of Martin’s (2005, 2007b, 2009) perspective on relatedness here. The point 
I wish to make is that the scholarship of Indigenous people can provide new starting 
points for devising early childhood education curricula; one recent example being 
Giugni’s (2011) use of Indigenous scholarship for thinking about the work of 
Inclusion Support Facilitators in early childhood settings. Of key concern is whether 
curricula can be devised to centralise Indigenous perspectives when educational 
policy has not fully internalised this consideration (Carr, 2007).  
At present, embedding Indigenous perspectives in early childhood education 
is framed largely by the demonstration of cultural competence. Cultural competence 
is defined increasingly as an educational imperative (Diller, 2011; Diller & Moule, 
2005), although critiques of a cultural competence framework centre on issues with 
operationalising the concept in practice (Abrams & Moio, 2009; Ridley, Baker & 
Hill, 2001). The framing of cultural competence in relation to local contexts is also 
influenced by colonial discourses that operate selectively in terms of what and whom 
receives attention (Dudgeon et al., 2010; Irving, 2003). The section following begins 
with definitions of cultural competence, followed by current debate and critiques 
about the effectiveness of a cultural competence framework in professional practice. 
Cultural competence as it relates to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and 
perspectives is reviewed, along with limitations and cautions about embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous educational sites.  
2.4 Cultural competence  
Definitions of cultural competence are broad in education but most attend to an 
ethical or moral commitment from educators to learn about and through multiple 
perspectives, and to recognise the influence of one’s values and biases on teaching 
practice (Ashman, 2009; Diller, 2011; Diller & Moule, 2005; Dudgeon et al., 2010; 
Teel & Obidah, 2008). Emphasis on individual responsibility is resolute. Institutional 
responsibility to combat racism and to provide educators with appropriate support to 
build cultural competence receives far less attention. Teel and Obidah (2008) attend 
to the concept of power in their definition of cultural competence to highlight the 
ways teachers’ capacities are impacted by racial and cultural hierarchies that grow 
out of institutional racism. Teacher responsibility is emphasised, along with 
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understanding about the ways institutional practices both constrain and enable 
particular ways of thinking and working (Teel & Obidah, 2008).  
 The reach of a cultural competence framework in addressing systemic and 
institutional forms of racism is central to critiques that have been present in human 
service disciplines for some time. For example, the work of Abrams and Moio (2009) 
draws attention to the focus on individual attitudes in a cultural competence 
framework, which leaves professionals “unequipped to deal with institutional racism 
and oppression on all of the levels where it permeates – individually, structurally, 
and globally” (p. 247). Ridley et al. (2001) highlight issues with a skills-based 
approach focussed on awareness rather than action, which may not fully capture 
cultural competence as a construct. Referring to the Australian context, Dudgeon et 
al. (2010) draw attention to difficulties for non-Indigenous people to adopt a political 
standpoint in cultural competence work that acknowledges colonial effects and the 
complexities of racism and privilege in colonising societies. This point is of 
particular relevance to this current study given the political sensitivities attached to 
national policy and the implementation of embedding processes in non-Indigenous 
childcare settings. In relation to professional development for cultural competence, 
the work of Le-Doux and Montalvo (1999) and Tinitali (2002) is also relevant to this 
present study. These authors identify that professional development facilitators rely 
heavily on traditional modes of delivery and technicist forms of content when 
presenting on the topic of cultural competence, both of which manifest from colonial 
characteristics of western education. Le-Doux and Montalvo (1999) suggest that 
traditional modes of delivery for professional development are not suited for 
contending with group dynamics that impact the uptake of cultural competence in 
practice, nor the facilitation of difficult conversations about racism and related 
issues. In reviewing a long standing professional development program in American 
Samoa using interview responses from inservice teachers and college instructors, 
Tinitali (2002) identifies issues with the delivery of professional development by 
non-Indigenous instructors or facilitators who may focus on their expertise and 
idealistic goals for education, rather than local indigenous knowledges and 
pedagogies. In this respect, the design and delivery of professional development can 
compound issues with the effectiveness and reach of a cultural competence 
framework.  
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 A superficial uptake of cultural competence results in a one-dimensional and 
one-directional relationship between non-Indigenous educators and Indigenous 
peoples. As Martin (2009) articulates in relation to approaches to Aboriginal 
education, “it is a relationship ‘about’ Aboriginal people as defined and inscribed by 
non-Aboriginal people” (p. 67). Put another way, a superficial uptake is a skills-
based approach focussed on knowing ‘about’ rather than with and through. The 
development of an “Indigenous Education Cultural Competence Framework” that 
promotes reciprocity by centralising local community input is supported by Dunbar 
and Scrimgeour (2009, p. 10). These authors suggest an Indigenous cultural 
competence framework for educational contexts based on success with similar 
initiatives in the Aboriginal health field. To gain traction, indicators for such a model 
would need to form part of “professional codes of educator practice” and key 
indicators positioned as “mandatory, achievable and assessable” (Dunbar & 
Scrimgeour, 2009, p. 12). As explained by Dunbar and Scrimgeour (2009), local 
community input in the development of indicators is essential:  
We agree with the view that building cultural competence begins with 
assisting non-Indigenous service providers to recognise how their own 
culture, values and attitudes impact on their professional practice. In terms of 
developing a program for action within the education field we suggest that 
local level community input is essential to the development of collaborative 
models of education and training that will effectively prepare education 
service providers to work with Aboriginal and other minority group members 
in culturally competent ways. (p.12) 
Approaches to cultural competence that centralise local Indigenous perspectives are 
more likely to counter issues related to systemic and institutional forms of racism 
than approaches which focus on individual attitudes and skills. 
Articulations of cultural competence as it relates to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples and perspectives has been lacking in early childhood 
education in Australia until very recently. This has resulted in piecemeal attempts 
from non-Indigenous educators and centres who have anchored a commitment to this 
work in ethical practice despite a lack of institutional direction. The most recent 
professional support documents available through Early Childhood Australia (Early 
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Childhood Australia (ECA), 2011) and the Educators’ Guide (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2010) make explicit connections between cultural competence and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and their perspectives: 
...we have a special responsibility to contribute to Australia’s reconciliation 
and equity agendas in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children and families. (ECA, 2011, p. 2) 
... cultural competence brings together... knowledges, behaviours, attitudes 
and policies that are required to engage, build and maintain relationships with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in all settings to effect positive 
change in early childhood education. (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 
24) 
Explicit connections are critical in the Australian context. Without clear direction, 
there is no guarantee that non-Indigenous educators will equate cultural competence 
first and foremost with Indigenous Australia. The work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives sits in opposition to the ways many non-Indigenous educators have been 
socialised and for which many are not prepared (Phillips, 2005, 2012). As Taylor 
(2011) outlines, few educators in before-school contexts are aware of “Indigenous 
language, conceptual schema or the range of values being instilled in children in 
Indigenous Australian homes” (p. 153). Developing capacity to understand and work 
with and through multiple perspectives requires educators to know Australia in its 
many dimensions (Mooney & Craven, 2006). Central to this knowledge is respect for 
Indigenous principles and practices, and acknowledgement of the shared histories of 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples and related socio-political circumstances. 
 Developing core knowledge is one component of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. This work is integral to early childhood education curricula because all 
educators, children and families should be familiar with the rich and long histories of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, and shared histories of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous peoples (Martin, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2009; Mundine, 2010; 
Mundine & Giugni, 2006). Embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous 
educational curricula contributes to reconciliation processes and provides evidence of 
a commitment to ethical and genuinely inclusive practice. Pedagogies for embedding 
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Indigenous perspectives are outlined in the following section, along with discussion 
about limitations on the role of non-Indigenous educators and centres in this work.  
2.4.1 Pedagogies for embedding Indigenous perspectives 
A guide for embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives in schools 
(Department of Education and Training, 2011b) defines Indigenous perspectives as: 
... ways of seeing the world. Perspectives affect the way we interact with the 
environment and the perceptions we have about ourselves, our culture and the 
way we see others. Personal and family experiences, group and religious 
affiliations, linguistic understandings, media, text and visual representations, 
cultural beliefs and values all contribute to individuals’ perspectives or 
standpoints. (p. 21) 
As Indigenous perspectives are not limited to one particular way of viewing or 
experiencing the world, educational institutions need to form partnerships with 
members of local Indigenous communities (Behrendt, 2003; Craven, 1998; Grace & 
Trudgett, 2012; Heslop, 1998; McLaughlin, Whatman, Ross & Katona, 2012; Miller, 
Tricarico & Harvey, 2002; Smith, 1999; Townsend-Cross, 2004). This is not always 
possible, but as Nakata (2007) explains, engagement with Indigenous people is 
essential to enabling talk of Indigenous knowledge systems rather than cultures. 
Nakata’s (2007) point takes in several key issues related to constructions of 
Indigenous perspectives within colonial discourse. There is a tendency in non-
Indigenous educational institutions to endorse Indigenous ‘content’ or understanding 
Indigenous cultures in place of Indigenous pedagogies or processes (Abayao, 2006; 
Ninnes, 2000; Yunkaporta, 2009). Indigenous content is often packaged and 
segmented for use in various parts of the curriculum (Ninnes, 2000), meaning there is 
no recourse to disrupt non-Indigenous knowledge structures. Presenting Indigenous 
content as a universally applied blueprint is contradictory to “the very concept of 
Indigenous knowledge as situated knowledge rooted in a particular place” (Abayao, 
2006, p. 183). Such an approach separates knowledge from its agents (Abayao, 
2006), thus maintaining colonial discourses of dispossession and erasure. In 
comparison, Indigenous pedagogies or processes enable the centralising of 
Indigenous perspectives. It is from centralisation that genuinely responsive 
curriculum can be developed (Townsend-Cross, 2004; Yunkaporta, 2009). 
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Developing capacity to understand and work with multiple perspectives in 
relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is multifaceted. Embedding 
Indigenous perspectives involves a broad range of practices. As outlined by Dreise 
(2007) and the Department of Education and Training (2011b), these include, but are 
not limited to:  
 professional and personal accountabilities (e.g., critical awareness of one’s 
attitudes and perceptions and that of colleagues, parents, community and 
children); 
 understanding Indigenous perspectives and processes (e.g., gaining 
appreciation of the diversity of Indigenous peoples and the ways unique 
knowledge systems are embedded in community practices, relationships, 
rituals and institutions); 
 understanding Indigenous protocol (e.g., awareness and use of appropriate 
local protocols to make introductions, establish open communication and 
build positive relationships); 
 critically reviewing texts (e.g., understanding the contexts of a broad range of 
texts and their appropriateness in terms of voice, imagery, terminology, 
authorship and influence); 
 planning appropriate curriculum materials (e.g., taking responsibility for 
educating oneself, appropriate inclusion of content and procedural 
knowledge); 
 awareness of the organisational environment (e.g., availability of resources 
and professional development, and program flexibility); 
 understanding language (e.g., awareness of effective strategies to support 
children with English as an additional language); and  
 developing community partnerships (e.g., seeking partnerships with a diverse 
range of people, attending Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander events). 
In the Department of Education and Training (2011b) guide for schools, embedding 
Indigenous perspectives is defined as encompassing a range of approaches described 
as distinct studies, selective inclusion and critical inclusion. A distinct studies 
approach involves teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives as a 
focussed unit or course. Selective inclusion involves teachers making specific 
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content choices about the inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
perspectives in various parts of the curriculum. In a childcare centre, these first two 
approaches would likely translate as a theme or project approach to embedding 
Indigenous perspectives or as a specific focus during a recognised calendar event 
such as NAIDOC [National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance Committee] 
week. Critical inclusion involves reframing attitudes and perceptions about 
Indigenous peoples within the classroom context. Embedding Indigenous 
perspectives involves all of these approaches and “many others that exist within 
curriculum and pedagogical processes” (Department of Education and Training, 
2011b, p. 36). The key difference between embedding Indigenous perspectives and 
the three approaches described is that when embedding Indigenous perspectives, 
teachers’ decision-making about curriculum and pedagogical processes becomes less 
conscious and deliberate and more automatic (Department of Education and 
Training, 2011b, p. 36).  
Curriculum development and design in childcare contexts is more organic 
than the hierarchical structures that can define curriculum in formal schooling sites. 
Organic structures enable greater educator autonomy in decisions about classroom 
practices, which can both enable and constrain embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
Of key importance is an educator’s capacity to locate the relevance of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in mainstream curricula, separate from policy requirements. 
Embedding Indigenous perspectives in childcare settings mirrors suggested 
approaches for formal schooling sites. There is perhaps greater facility in the 
childcare curriculum to align practices with (localised) Indigenous pedagogies or 
processes (e.g., connections with place, community links, communal learning, peer-
to-peer teaching, learning through meaningful stories and symbols) because 
relationship-based pedagogy is the foundation of contemporary early childhood 
education curriculum design (Sims & Hutchins, 2011). While relationships are 
defined usually in early childhood literature in child-centric terms, there is much 
scope in childcare settings for relatedness to inform non-hierarchical relations 
between non-Indigenous centres and Indigenous peoples, and western-framed 
curriculum and Indigenous perspectives. 
In speaking about desirable models for the development of non-Indigenous 
early childhood centres, Townsend-Cross (2004) argues for Indigenous principles 
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and practices to form the basis for curriculum design and operational procedures. For 
this to be achieved, non-hierarchical knowledge and power structures are necessary 
(Biermann & Townsend-Cross, 2008). Dei (2008) reiterates this point in questioning 
the ethics of working with Indigenous knowledges, “all the while replicating 
hierarchical institutionalised structures and interactional patterns” (p. 6). Of the 
available examples of approaches to embedding Indigenous perspectives employed 
by non-Indigenous childcare settings, few are yet to attend to learning through as 
well as ‘about’ Indigenous perspectives, and the formation of non-hierarchical 
partnerships with Indigenous people. One notable exception is the work of non-
Indigenous centres in the Walking Respectfully project (Fisher et al., 2008) 
commissioned by the Victorian Branch of Early Childhood Australia. Examples of 
educators’ practices within this document highlight attempts to centralise Indigenous 
pedagogies and processes, form non-hierarchical partnerships with Indigenous 
people (at least as part of curriculum initiatives), and develop a personal rationale for 
locating the relevance of embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous 
centres. Loxton Preschool in South Australia also demonstrates a strong commitment 
to embedding Indigenous perspectives with support from the Dare to Lead Coalition 
(Principals Australia Incorporated, 2009), as mentioned in Chapter 1. Attempts to 
embed and centralise Indigenous perspectives contribute to disrupting existing 
knowledge and power structures framed by western schemas and make space for 
Indigenous self-representation. They also highlight the role of non-Indigenous 
educators as key contributors within these processes. This is critical given the 
responsibilities of non-Indigenous Australians to contribute to reconciliatory aims, 
and the demographics of the Australian teaching service. 
2.4.1.1 Limitations on non-Indigenous educators’ practices 
The majority of the teaching service in Australia with formal qualifications identifies 
as white, Anglo-Celtic, monolingual and female (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2008b; McKenzie, Kos, Walker & Hong, 2008; Reid, 2005). Demographics for 
educators in the before-school sector are unavailable, although it is plausible to align 
these attributes with the teaching service in Australian childcare settings. There is 
need for governments and key organisational bodies to recruit a more diverse 
teaching service to ensure multiple voices and perspectives are present in 
conversations about diversity and education (Santoro, 2009; Santoro & Reid, 2006). 
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There is also need to consider how the existing teacher service is being supported in 
policy, practice and professional development to build knowledge and develop more 
equitable practices in relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives. Investigating 
features of professional development design that support embedding processes in 
childcare settings is central to this thesis. A review of professional development 
literature in the second half of this chapter (Section 2.5) supports this aim.  
Non-Indigenous educators cannot be experts on Indigenous Australia 
(Lampert, 2005, 2012), but have the responsibility of contributing to broad 
reconciliation agendas and shaping inclusive curriculum that benefits all children. As 
Newman (2008) argues: 
Children certainly need to hear from Aboriginal people, but they also need to 
hear from non-Indigenous people talking about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander cultures and history. This can help children understand that this is 
part of Australia’s shared (hi)story, rather than just about ‘other’ people. It is 
also a part of non-Indigenous people taking responsibility for addressing past 
injustices and their impact on the present – reconciliation in action. (p. 19) 
Newman’s (2008) point aligns with Yunkaporta’s (2009) statement that 
“Aboriginality is not an essential criterion for the inclusion of Aboriginal knowledge 
in school learning” (p. 38). Policy recommendations, professional support documents 
and collegial support give rise to action from educators but many may question the 
relevance of their approach, the depth of their knowledge and the right to teach about 
Indigenous cultures and through Indigenous knowledge frameworks as non-
Indigenous people (Lampert, 2005, 2012; Munns, 1998; Nakata, 2011; Smith, 2010). 
Studies reporting early childhood educators’ experiences and attitudes towards 
Indigenous perspectives, including the work of Robinson and Jones Díaz (2000) and 
MacNaughton and Davis (2001), highlight consistencies with issues related to 
educators’ fears about getting it ‘wrong’. Fear of inappropriate practice and causing 
offence are also highlighted as key issues for non-Indigenous educators in several 
case studies that formed part of the Walking Respectfully project (Fisher et al., 2008). 
Fear plays a role in the ways practitioners construct and calculate risk when 
making changes to their practices (Stoll & Temperley, 2009). Change that involves 
the introduction of content seen to be too political or risky can create anxiety for 
47 
 
Chapter 2: Literature Review 47 
teachers about the reactions of others. In evaluations of educator responses to 
curriculum change in the Walking Respectfully project, Newman (2008) reported that 
assumptions about parental response became a key issue in educators’ decision-
making about embedding Indigenous perspectives in early childhood practice. Fear 
of parental reaction was common for the educators involved, particularly when they 
actioned pedagogy considered to be overtly political, such as the display of an 
Aboriginal flag and introduction of Indigenous protocols (Newman, 2008). Educators 
may distance themselves from potential ‘risk’ by emphasising consequences of their 
actions for others including colleagues and children. For example, nearly half (10 of 
24) of the educators participating in the study reported by MacNaughton and Davis 
(2001) felt it was inappropriate to discuss issues facing Indigenous peoples with 
young children. Similar to this present study, participants worked in long day care 
settings and pre-schools attended predominately by non-Indigenous families. In the 
research, an initial questionnaire and follow-up interviews were used to ascertain the 
educators’ views on how they portrayed Indigenous Australians in curricula, what 
resources they used to support this work, and how they attached relevance to 
Indigenous Australia in their work with young children. These foci are of interest to 
this present study in terms of how personal views and professional practice are 
impacted by whiteness as a racialising practice. As seen in the findings of the study 
by MacNaughton and Davis (2001), distillation or silence around ‘risky’ topics 
becomes a form of institutional racism because children are denied knowledge and 
understanding about the true histories of peoples in the context in which they live 
(Butler-Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Newman, 2008).  
 Finding ways forward from fear and constructions of risk is difficult but 
necessary. As Mundine (2010) comments:  
Good intentions of non-Aboriginal people trying to make a difference in early 
childhood education are important, so finding ways forward from the fear of 
‘doing it wrong’ needs to be the focus of our ongoing work together. (p. 20) 
Here, Mundine (2010) emphasises partnerships between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous educators and the importance of joint responsibility for finding ways 
forward in the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives. Partnerships with 
Indigenous colleagues, centres and local community members are ideal, although it is 
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important for non-Indigenous educators to develop a philosophical and theoretical 
rationale for embedding Indigenous perspectives of their own accord (Lampert, 
2005, 2012; Smith, 2010).  
Reconciliation is a valid starting point for developing philosophical intent, 
but it is necessary for educators to explore a range of theories that invite 
consideration of multiple perspectives. Practicing teachers can be limited in their 
work in relation to social categories of race, ethnicity, class, gender, language, 
disability and sexuality, partly because of a reliance on pervading developmental 
frameworks that underpin practice in early childhood education in Australia 
(Robinson & Jones Díaz, 1999, 2000, 2006). Developmental frameworks uphold 
white, western, middle class values and norms for child development and approaches 
to teaching and do not attend to issues of power (e.g., silences, distortions and 
omissions) inherent in teachers’ work (Cannella, 2005; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; 
Lubeck, 1994, 1996). The imposition of a dominant cultural lens through which to 
observe and assess children’s capacities relies upon a unidirectional assimilation with 
western frameworks for early childhood education that are a hallmark of colonialism 
(Ball, 2010). Battiste (2008) suggests that non-Indigenous educators can experience 
difficulties with embedding Indigenous perspectives in meaningful ways because 
they typically have limited theory, research or tested practice to draw upon. This is of 
particular concern for educators in the before-school sector who have fewer 
opportunities for in-depth explorations of a range of theories, research and practices 
in vocationally-tiered education and related professional development (Wheelahan, 
2011). 
2.4.1.2 Embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous educational sites 
Despite the necessity for non-Indigenous educators to embed Indigenous 
perspectives, it is important to acknowledge difficulties associated with this work in 
non-Indigenous educational sites. In educational contexts, there are real concerns 
with non-Indigenous representations of Indigenous peoples, the approach to 
curriculum employed, risks associated with appropriation, and expectations around 
Indigenous authority and involvement (Basit & Santoro, 2011; Craven, 1999; 
Nakata, 2011; Partington, 1998; Perey & Pike, 2010; Santoro & Reid, 2006). As 
established earlier, representations of Indigenous peoples have served colonial 
interests of dispossession and genocide throughout Australian history. Prevailing 
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stereotypes perpetuated in social institutions, including the media and education, 
continue to reflect colonial attitudes and interests, as well as deeply entrenched 
racism (Craven, 1998; Hambel, 2005a, 2005b, 2006; Hytten, 2006; Little, 2005).  
 Processes of ‘othering’ inherent in colonial discourse have shaped the notion 
of a homogenised and static Indigenous culture (Carter, 2006; Hollinsworth, 2006; 
Watson, 2009). Educators trivialise the richness and diversity of Indigenous cultures 
when Indigenous peoples are represented in simplistic talk and images as a collective 
‘they’. Such essentialist notions of Indigenous peoples and cultures result in 
trivialising, over-romanticising, pandering to stereotypes, and encouraging a 
consumerist or acquisitive approach to Indigenous knowledges, stories or ideas 
(Battiste, 2008; Elder, 2007; Miller et al., 2002; Partington, 1998; Perey & Pike, 
2010). In educational contexts, over-romanticised representations transpire when 
educators pander to stereotypes of difference as ‘exotica’. Overt signifiers of culture 
including dance, music, art and food are used to objectify Indigenous peoples and 
practices that are presented as fascinating, curious, remarkable, colourful and 
strange. Abayao (2006) describes this as a “paradise of indigene experience” (p. 
182). Educators pick and choose aspects of Indigenous cultures that least disrupt 
colonial constructions (Lampert, 2005, 2012). Similar to multicultural education, 
limited aspects of cultures are presented as a tourist-type curriculum (Derman-Sparks 
& Ramsey, 2006) in which children visit aspects of ‘other’ cultures separate from the 
mainstream. For educators and children, this approach results in non-Indigenous 
people “coming to know Indigenous people provided their personal level of comfort 
is not challenged” (Fredericks, 2008, p. 83). Indigenous peoples are objectified for 
the purpose of presenting curriculum in ways that maintain individual and 
institutional racism in the name of inclusion (Fredericks, 2008; Gorski, 2008). 
Embedding Indigenous perspectives in this form is superficial and disengages with 
the necessity for educators to recognise teaching as a political activity that should 
forefront equity (Moss, 2007; Rhedding-Jones, 2005).  
 Stereotypical or iconic representations of Indigenous peoples can have long-
lasting effects on children’s developing knowledge and understanding, and social 
relations more broadly (Green, 2001; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001). Appropriate 
talk, images, materials, artefacts, symbols and experiences counter stereotypes 
children are exposed to in their social worlds and open discussion about broader 
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social issues. Ideally, Indigenous self-representation should provide the basis for 
representations of Indigenous peoples, though as Chalmers (2005) asserts: 
This does not divest teachers of the responsibility to use their position to 
overcome negative and limited representations of Indigenous peoples through 
the limited view that only [original emphasis] Indigenous peoples should 
represent Indigenous peoples. (p. 163) 
Partnerships between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people and organisations 
should form the basis for the development of curriculum and decision-making about 
centre operations. Partnerships can take many forms, but do not always come easily. 
As explained by Simpson (2010), partnerships and alliances are too often wrought 
with “cross-cultural misunderstandings, poor communication, stereotypes and 
racism” (p. xiii). Underlying issues of racism are not always recognised by non-
Indigenous people. This can result in the positioning of Indigenous individuals and 
groups in opposing but equally detrimental ways including as informants (Khan, 
2005), targeted resources (Gareau, 2003), knowledge commissioners (Walter, 2011), 
or ‘the problem’ resistant to forming partnerships with non-Indigenous groups and 
institutions (McLaughlin et al., 2012; Simpson, 2010). These positions reproduce and 
rely on colonial discourses including duty and service (Furniss, 2005). The latter 
(‘the problem’) occurs when there is limited recognition in non-Indigenous circles of 
how:  
Aboriginal [and Torres Strait Islander] communities have constantly met 
barriers within mainstream systems and Aboriginal cultural priorities have 
been largely discounted, ignored and undermined. If engagement seems 
difficult or time-consuming, remember that history has not given Aboriginal 
communities and families much reason to walk forward confidently in 
partnership. (NSW Department of Community Services, 2009, p. 25) 
Communication and partnerships with local Indigenous people support the 
development of a positive and inclusive curriculum, and when initiated or responded 
to appropriately, can create spaces for Indigenous self-representation (Grace & 
Trudgett, 2012; Miller et al., 2002). Partnerships and forms of participation will 
manifest differently in diverse contexts, and are dependent on arrangements that 
delineate who has access to decision-making and who is accorded what roles 
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(McLaughlin et al., 2012). For example, a high degree of Indigenous control 
recognises Indigenous expertise in their own arrangements, while self-representation 
enables Indigenous peoples to shape how they wish to be ‘known’ by non-
Indigenous people over time and how non-Indigenous people should relate to them 
(Chalmers, 2005; FitzMaurice, 2010). Importantly, partnerships with local 
community can facilitate alignment and connection between local curriculum 
initiatives and local community experiences (Kitson & Bowes, 2010; Wilson, 2008). 
While partnerships with Indigenous people are ideal, reliance on Indigenous 
authority and involvement can detract from the development of effective partnerships 
in which reciprocity defines non-Indigenous and Indigenous relations. It is critical 
for non-Indigenous educators to demonstrate preparedness (e.g., listening, learning, 
unlearning, self-analysis) if partnerships with Indigenous people are to be reciprocal 
and effective (Butler-Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Margaret, 2010; Santoro & Reid, 
2006).  
 The positioning of Indigenous persons and knowledges is of concern because 
of non-Indigenous assumptions about how knowledge is constructed, shared and 
‘owned’. A western ideal of knowledge usually “appropriate[s] other knowings”, 
with mainstream populations a “claim[ing] universality in their interpretations of 
society” (Dei & Doyle-Wood, 2007, p. 658). Universal beliefs are erroneously 
believed to be available, teachable and owned by all (Jones, 1999; Nakata, 2007). 
Western ideals of knowledge do not recognise or value the complex systems that 
govern Indigenous knowledges (Martin, 2009; Phillips, 2011). Within a childcare 
centre, cultural knowing or the authority to speak on cultural matters may be attached 
first and foremost to Indigenous parents and colleagues because these stakeholders 
are positioned as key contributors to curriculum development in early childhood 
education (Sims & Hutchins, 2011). Educators may view the contributions of 
Indigenous parents and colleagues to be of value, but only when they relate to 
cultural knowing and cultural brokerage between Indigenous perspectives and gaps 
in non-Indigenous educators’ professional repertoires (Basit & Santoro, 2011; 
Santoro & Reid, 2006). In this sense, the lived experiences of Indigenous persons 
and their access to and responsibilities with knowledge are overshadowed by the 
‘needs’ of non-Indigenous educators to present the ‘right’ information and action 
culturally responsive pedagogy. As Jones (1999) explains, just because white 
52 
52 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
educators wish to include Indigenous perspectives may not mean that the Indigenous 
people they invite to help them are in a position to share their experiences. Invited 
guests may also not wish to act in ways that benefit the ‘needs’ and desires of the 
dominant group only. Some forms of knowledge are not spoken and others are not 
suitable for certain audiences (Irving, 2003; Jones, 1999). Indeed, it is presumptuous 
to assume Indigenous guest speakers have the type of cultural knowledge white 
educators desire (Jones, 1999). Placing culturally-laden expectations and boundaries 
around the ways families contribute to a centre is inappropriate and can inhibit rather 
than encourage participation (Grace & Trudgett, 2012; Kitson & Bowes, 2010). 
Accessing externally located Indigenous support carries similar difficulties 
dependant on non-Indigenous educators’ motivation and approach. Motivations for 
accessing support are often reactive (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007), meaning non-
Indigenous educators make contact with Indigenous people and organisations only 
when gaps in their own knowledge become apparent, or in response to new policy 
directives. Reactive forms of motivation can encourage an acquisitive approach to 
Indigenous knowledges, stories or ideas because Indigenous perspectives are 
accessed on a ‘needs’ basis (Perey & Pike, 2010), rather than being viewed as 
intrinsic to curriculum development. Educators may attach relevance to Indigenous 
perspectives, but through a western schema that reinforces colonial ideals about what 
counts as valid knowledge in particular locations and time frames. Considerations of 
the availability of Indigenous people and organisations and their existing 
commitments to Indigenous community (Newman, 2008) are often overwritten by a 
demand for instant gratification and understanding by non-Indigenous educators 
(Yunkaporta, 2009), with no guarantee of appropriate interpretation and re-
representation in non-Indigenous educational sites.  
Drawing on a notion of permission, Ahmed (2012) identifies a related issue 
with how white people grant themselves access to non-white spaces (e.g., an 
Indigenous childcare centre or school) because they want to show alliance, a sense of 
solidarity or friendship, or learn about non-white people or perspectives. Some 
whites may also involve themselves in non-white events such as community 
meetings or rallies because they are interested in questions of race, or want to show 
that race doesn’t matter (Ahmed, 2012). Occupying such spaces can be tied with 
forms of permission constructed by white people as caring (i.e., alliance, friendship, 
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learning about), or even an apology. As Ahmed (2012) explains, “apologizing for 
turning up at a person of colour event as a white person might be a way of giving 
oneself permission to do so” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 37). Permission to access non-white 
spaces is bound with other forms of permission including policy recommendations 
and wanting to make contact with Indigenous individuals and organisations because 
it is sound practice to do so. It is also bound historically by colonial discourses 
including occupation and colonial gazing (Dodson, 1994) or observation. Of key 
concern is a lack of recognition and understanding in non-Indigenous circles about 
how Indigenous peoples and Indigenous perspectives are positioned by racialising 
practices in relations with non-Indigenous groups and institutions. Identifying how 
this occurs in consultation processes in early childhood education is the focus for 
analysis in Chapter 6. 
 So far, this chapter has examined why Australia remains a colonising context. 
Complex and fluid relations between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people were 
examined against colonial discourses which continue to define western society and 
institutions including education. Educational sites were identified as key social 
institutions that both reproduce and have potential to counter colonial discourses and 
related racialising practices. The framing of embedding Indigenous perspectives in 
early childhood education was problematised to consider issues with a cultural 
competence framework in national policy and limitations on non-Indigenous 
educators’ practices in non-Indigenous childcare settings.  
The investigation of literature now moves to the topic of professional 
development in response to Research Question 2: How does a research-based 
approach to professional development support the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives? To begin, professional development is identified as an educational 
activity that privileges some forms of knowledge and relations of power over others. 
Prevailing issues for teacher learning in the before-school sector are explained, along 
with the implications of these issues for diversity work. Professional development for 
embedding Indigenous perspectives is then examined, followed by features of 
professional development design to consider appropriate methodologies for ongoing 
teacher learning. Discussion in this section is focussed primarily on design and 
modes of delivery, but links are made between specific features of professional 
development and the range of practices encompassing embedding Indigenous 
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perspectives to identify potential benefits and limitations for teacher learning. The 
chapter concludes with discussion about effecting change as a result of professional 
development, and issues with institutional constraints in colonising contexts.  
2.5 Professional development 
Professional development within itself is not culturally neutral (Ball & Pence, 2000). 
Education experiences provided through professional development are grounded in 
the worldviews, beliefs and norms of those who develop and deliver experiences, and 
those who participate (Ball & Pence, 2000; Gonzáles Moncada, 2007; Tinitali, 2002; 
Trumbull & Pacheco, 2005). As McWilliam (2002) states, professional development 
“can be read as both a site of knowledge production and a system of power relations” 
(p. 2). In relation to building cultural competence, the study of histories, events, 
practices and personal experiences always involves partial truths and the 
reorganisation and selection of content (Dudgeon et al., 2010; Miller, 1998). 
Professional development shapes teaching practice and influences which aspects of 
culture(s) and diversity are reproduced, distorted and omitted in subsequent 
curriculum development and design (Ball & Pence, 2000). As a case in point, in 
professional development designed by non-Indigenous people, and focussed on 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, there is a risk of managing choices about 
content relating to Indigenous cultures and the participation of Indigenous people 
(Fredericks, 2008; Irving, 2003). Despite good intentions and, at times, good 
outcomes, non-Indigenous educators need to acknowledge that power relations 
inherent in broader society will be replicated in some form in professional 
development settings and initiatives (Irving, 2003; Trumbull & Pacheco, 2005; 
Young, 1999).  
2.5.1 Prevailing issues for professional development in the before-school sector 
Much of what is written about professional development refers to teachers in formal 
schooling sites and school-based reform. Educators in the before-school sector have 
equal rights to participate in effective professional development activities. 
Institutional structures that support participation in sustained and contextualised 
professional development tend to be lacking in the before-school sector. Such 
supports are often available to educators in other sectors. In childcare settings, 
professional development is impacted by contextual factors that are different to those 
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in formal schooling sites. Educators seldom have protected time away from the 
classroom to work on issues relevant to their practice. Professional development 
occurs usually outside work hours and sometimes at a cost to the individual educator 
(Russell, 2009). Collaborative forms of professional learning are infrequent because 
staff shortages contribute to difficulties with the release of staff and there is high cost 
involved in hiring relief personnel (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011c; 
Waniganayake et al., 2008). High levels of staff turn-over and the intensification of 
educators’ work also impact the priority level given to professional development 
initiatives, despite recognition of their importance (Burgess et al., 2010). To be 
effective, professional development in the before-school sector requires systemic and 
context supports similar to those available in schools (Easton, 2008).  
Other contextual factors of concern in the before-school sector relate to 
constructions of professionalism and accountability. Helterbran and Fennimore 
(2004) comment that early childhood educators have had a “historic struggle for 
recognition of their professionalism, particularly if they teach in child care or less 
formal preschool settings” (p. 268). Attempts to raise the status of the early 
childhood profession have aligned with an increasing climate of performativity, 
meaning teaching practice and teacher learning equate to the achievement of pre-
determined and measurable outputs set by the state (Grieshaber, 2002; Osgood, 
2006). Within this climate, the value of a range of strategies and foci for professional 
development has been misplaced. Stark (2006) comments that pressures related to 
accountability override innovation and empowerment in teachers’ work, including 
options for professional learning. Ensuing approaches to professional development 
emphasise technical rationalisations of practice that demoralize teachers and their 
professional expertise (Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004).  
Ongoing educational reform and discourses such as life-long learning have 
contributed to different conceptualisations of teacher learning and accountability in 
the early childhood sector in the past decade. In 2004, Moss spoke about the 
discourse of life-long learning as providing a context for understanding the early 
childhood worker as a “co-constructing learner and researcher” (p. 2). As Moss 
(2004) explains, the concept of workers as researchers opens up “new, complex and 
exciting possibilities” (p. 2) for teacher professional development. Helterbran and 
Fennimore (2004) called on early childhood teachers to insist on integrity and 
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relevance in their professional learning experiences. While past professional 
development was recognised as lacking, “the competent and critical minds of 
teachers can share more fully now in crafting new experiences” (Helterbran & 
Fennimore, 2004, p. 269). More contemporary forms of professional development 
have contributed to productive notions of accountability that are meaningful to 
educators. In the role of co-constructing learner and researcher, educators co-
construct data and meaning to inform their practice. Accountability is built on 
instructional decisions grounded in data that are generated, interpreted and acted 
upon within the educator’s working context (Schnellert, Butler & Higginson, 2008). 
Professional expertise and judgment are central to this process.  
Persisting struggles with constructions of professionalism can impact the 
uptake of new forms of professional development in the before-school sector despite 
shifts in thinking about teacher learning. Early childhood educators will at times 
equate narrowed constructions of professionalism in before-school settings with 
notions of limited participatory rights in new forms of professional development 
(Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004; Miller, 2010). The participatory rights of educators 
as learners provide an interesting juxtaposition with constructions of children’s rights 
in the early childhood education curriculum. The participatory rights of young 
children in their own learning have been very well articulated by early childhood 
educators in a range of forums. In literature, young children are spoken about as 
active, competent participants who invite collaboration from peers and adults in their 
learning (Hill, Stremmel & Fu, 2005; Sims & Hutchins, 2011; Stacey, 2009). Too 
often, what is aimed for in the teaching of young children is denied to educators 
when they are learners (Lieberman, 1995). Educators can easily articulate the value 
of children’s voices and preferences in the development of early childhood education 
curriculum and expect that children will be open to new learning experiences 
(Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004). Articulations of professional learning that are more 
inclusive of educators’ own needs and expectations as learners are less forthcoming. 
There are signs that centres in the before-school sector in Australia are 
beginning to seek and embrace more contemporary forms of professional 
development for early childhood personnel. The most recent nation-wide study of 
professional development available to staff in Australian childcare settings was 
conducted in 2008. Titled Practice Potentials (Waniganayake et al., 2008), the study 
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engaged the views and experiences of 684 childcare directors, managers, owner-
operators and staff in relation to their views and experiences about the types of 
professional development they access. One of the most consistent messages from 
respondents in the study is a growing commitment to achieve balance between 
standardised training (e.g., food safety and handling, first aid, and child protection) 
and professional development customised to educators’ interests. 
In-setting professional development was identified as a valuable tool for 
professional learning by participants in the Practice Potentials study. Staff meetings 
were the most typical form of on-site provision for all professional development 
topics, followed by child-free days (Waniganayake et al., 2008). In-setting 
approaches create possibilities for contextualised professional development, although 
sustained forms of inquiry are not supported by training that occurs during an 
individual staff meeting or child-free day. Very few centres reported the use of 
innovative approaches to professional development such as action research 
(Waniganayake et al., 2008). In a resource booklet developed from the findings of 
the Practice Potentials study, Russell (2009) showcased the work of two centres that 
had employed innovative and effective approaches to in-setting professional 
development. One of these centres established a year-long action research project 
facilitated by two university academics. Along with engagement in action research 
cycles of questioning, gathering data and reflection, educators in the centre 
undertook a range of personalised professional learning activities including 
workshops, readings and meetings. Practitioner inquiry projects employing action 
research strategies were identified as one of the least utilised of all approaches to 
professional development in the Practice Potentials study. Despite this outcome, 
research-based approaches to professional development are promoted as one of the 
most effective tools for enabling learning and producing sustainable change at the 
whole-centre level in both the study recommendations (see Waniganayake et al., 
2008) and follow-on resource booklet (see Russell, 2009).  
Topics for professional development chosen by or for educators are not 
detailed specifically in the Practice Potentials (Waniganayake et al., 2008) study. In 
the Practice Potentials study, topics are divided into three broad categories: 
pedagogical practices; compliance requirements; and management and leadership. 
“Diversity and inclusion” is listed as one of eight sub-headings under the category 
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“pedagogical practices”. Examples of in-service and workshop type professional 
development activities undertaken around diversity and inclusion are broad and 
include “Aboriginal childcare, speech, Aspergers [and] Auslan” (Waniganayake et 
al., 2008, p. 72). The 2006 Australian Government Census of Child Care Services 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2008c) provides more specific data in terms of the 
percentage of educators in long day care centres who have undertaken in-service 
training on the topic of diversity. I draw on this data here as initial data from the 
2010 Australian Government Census of Child Care Services does not include 
specifics related to in-service training for diversity. The 2006 data shows that in the 
year prior to the census, only 19% of educators in long day care centres who had 
undertaken in-service training undertook diversity training. The category of diversity 
is broad and encompasses children with a disability, children with a disabled parent, 
children at risk, children of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander background, and 
children from a culturally diverse background (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008c). 
In relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives, data from both the 2006 
Australian Government Census of Child Care Services and Practice Potentials study 
indicate that diversity training is focussed respectively on learning about Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children (classified as children with additional needs), and 
Aboriginal childrearing practices.  
Building capacity for cultural competence and embedding Indigenous 
perspectives involves more than learning about the perspectives and activities of 
cultural groups. Professional development that supports educators to build cultural 
knowledge in a holistic manner emphasises understanding and working with multiple 
perspectives, as well as critical analyses of self. Workshops focussed on supporting 
educators to understand and work with multiple perspectives are sometimes available 
in the before-school sector in Australia, but are devoid usually of a critical focus on 
self. Educators require sufficient time and ongoing support to develop knowledge 
and experience, and effect change at a whole-centre level. These outcomes cannot be 
achieved through a singular workshop approach, meaning educators may face 
difficulties in meeting policy recommendations and requirements. In relation to the 
importance of embedding Indigenous perspectives in the Australian context, it is 
necessary for educators’ work to exceed policy recommendations and requirements 
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that do not adequately address the centralising of Indigenous perspectives in early 
childhood education practices. 
2.5.2 Professional development for embedding Indigenous perspectives 
Sector-led professional development for embedding Indigenous perspectives is 
imperative for the before-school sector, but hard questions need to be asked about 
how best to prepare educators for this work. As discussed in Chapter 1, broad-scale 
professional development initiatives (e.g., Dare to Lead, EATSIPS, Stronger Smarter 
Institute, What Works and others) are proving effective, although these initiatives are 
not marketed broadly to the before-school sector and focus largely on the 
involvement of primary and secondary school sites. Advocacy for before-school 
sector involvement in federal and state funded initiatives is important. I suggest that 
the before-school sector also requires sustainable strategies for professional 
development that respond specifically to the early childhood workforce and 
workplace conditions. 
In national early childhood policy – the Framework (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2009) and the Educators’ Guide (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010) – the 
framing of embedding Indigenous perspectives largely within a cultural competence 
framework raises questions about how professional development can address 
multiple aims of cultural competence and meet the central goals of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives. Common to the design of the four broad-scale initiatives 
outlined in Chapter 1 and listed above (e.g., Dare to Lead, EATSIPS, Stronger 
Smarter Institute, What Works and others) is: sustained, contextualised and 
personalised inquiry; outside, networked support; and community outreach. Across 
the four initiatives, content focuses on dual aims of developing cultural sensitivity, 
and enacting change within power and knowledge structures at the local level. These 
design and content elements offer valuable starting points for professional 
development for embedding Indigenous perspectives in the before-school sector. In 
particular, community outreach and reciprocal relationships with Indigenous people 
enables multiple perspectives to be central simultaneously (Dei & Doyle-Wood, 
2007) in early childhood practice. 
In the Australian context, sentiments about culture and diversity in broader 
society are sometimes reflected in early childhood teachers’ ambivalence to 
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professional development focussed on diversity work (MacNaughton & Hughes, 
2007; Prasad & Ebbeck, 2000). Teachers often articulate the relevance of diversity to 
their work with children, but may be uncertain about how best to respond in practice 
and where to locate effective professional support (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007). 
When designed well, professional development provides a key strategy for in-depth 
investigations of diversity and bridging of individual and institutional commitments 
to effect change in educational settings (Trumbull & Pacheco, 2005).  
Despite the success of various models, there is no consistent approach to 
professional development shown to be the most effective in addressing diversity and 
related issues. Dimensions of effective models identified in research over the past 
two decades attend to the following:  
 expose teachers to the diversity and evolving nature of values, beliefs and 
practices of cultural groups different from their own (Diller & Moule, 2005; 
McLaren, 2005); 
 educate teachers explicitly about the social-construction of race and 
associated affects for different groups in societies and support them to act as 
agents of change (Dau, 2001; Sleeter, 1993, 1994; Villegas & Lucas, 2002); 
 provide strategies for teachers to undertake critical analyses of self in relation 
to local and global circumstances (Bennett, 1993; Cross, 1988; Helms, 1990); 
 support teachers to identify the ways racism is perpetuated in the everyday 
practices of schools and other social institutions, and ways they can work to 
disrupt existing networks of power (Fredericks, 2008; Young, 1999); 
 recommend resources for the assessment and development of culturally 
relevant pedagogy (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; McLaren, 2005); and  
 encourage individual and collaborative processes of reflection and dialogue 
(Brown, 2004; MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007). 
Each of these dimensions provides a focus to various degrees in professional 
development labelled as anti-racist education, cross-cultural training, intercultural 
training, cultural awareness training, multicultural education or others. While all of 
these approaches address aims of cultural competence, how they are operationalised 
in professional practice can differ in terms of motivation and slant that is more or less 
overtly political. There may also be issues with white or non-Indigenous people 
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continuing to seek answers around culture and diversity from within their own 
worldviews and knowledge bases (Fredericks, 2008), despite the focus on cross-
cultural or intercultural training. Attention to local circumstances and perspectives 
may also be lacking. In some of the above examples (e.g., Fredericks, 2008; Villegas 
& Lucas, 2002; Young, 1999) motivation is centred on how teachers build capacity 
to address racism and work as change agents to disrupt existing networks of power, 
alongside building awareness and developing sensitivities to others’ cultures. 
While there is a general consistency about what is to be achieved in building 
cultural competence, very few studies articulate appropriate methodologies. Brown 
(2004) comments that while the message can precipitate some change in cultural 
diversity sensitivity, “the gains are more substantial when coupled with an 
appropriate methodology” (p. 335). There is obvious tension between what is to be 
achieved in professional development for cultural competence and prevailing 
methodologies in the Australian early childhood sector in the form of isolated 
workshops (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007). 
Isolated forms of professional development for cultural competence can 
excuse teachers from working to develop their thinking and practice. This is because 
isolated approaches do not provide enough of a catalyst for teachers to employ 
strategies learned within professional development initiatives within their normal 
modes of operation (Fredericks, 2008). Brown (2004) outlines consequences of this 
for individuals when commenting that many teachers “enter and exit stand-alone 
cultural diversity courses unchanged, reinforcing their stereotypical perceptions of 
self and others in the process” (p. 325). Young (1999) draws attention to 
consequences at the whole-centre level when commenting that a workshop approach 
to cross-cultural training is “never going to produce, of itself, structural change” (p. 
212). Shifts in personal sentiment and institutional practices take time. An 
appropriate methodology can contribute to substantive gains in effecting change and 
counter resistance to developing cultural competence demonstrated by some 
teachers. In the section following, I build on this point to identify effective design 
features and modes of delivery that enable sustained and contextual inquiry in local 
settings. Links are made between features of professional development and practices 
relevant to embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
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2.5.3 Professional development: design and modes of delivery 
Professional development provides one avenue through which teachers acquire 
professional tools to advance their thinking and curriculum practices. Professional 
tools relate to both technical and intellectual competencies necessary for effective 
teaching and personal growth. Learning aimed at improving teachers’ technical 
competencies emphasises curriculum as a clearly defined series of products to be 
acquired, including content, facts and skills (Borko, Jacobs & Koellner, 2010; Rué, 
2006). Aims to improve intellectual competencies emphasises curriculum as an 
“object of thinking, of situations, of problems or topics which could constitute a 
challenge for the activation and extension” of human thinking (Rué, 2006, p. 123). 
Due to the complex, demanding and ever-changing profession of teaching, both sets 
of competencies are critical to a teacher’s professional role. Technical competencies 
are vital for day-to-day tasks associated with implementing curricula. Intellectual 
competencies support teacher integrity and strengthen connections between practice, 
personal beliefs and political convictions (Lampert, 2012; Rué, 2006). As detailed in 
this chapter, in diversity work and embedding Indigenous perspectives more 
specifically, such connections are critical. 
 Designs and modes of delivery for professional development vary. In recent 
years, research-based models of professional learning have received attention in 
response to a theoretical shift from transmissive to constructivist and situative 
theories of learning (see Avalos, 2011; Borko, 2004; Borko et al., 2010; Kyburz-
Graber, Hart, Posch & Robottom, 2006). In line with constructivist theories, 
professional learning is understood increasingly as a lasting endeavour, and is 
designed around a continuum of teacher learning (Borko et al., 2010). In line with 
situative theories, professional learning focuses more on contextualised inquiry and 
the formation of localised professional learning communities. Research-based 
models of professional development attend to features of constructivism and situative 
theories of learning because they enable teachers to investigate and address genuine 
issues in context through sustained and collaborative inquiry (Smith & Gillespie, 
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2.5.3.1 Traditional modes of delivery 
Traditional modes of delivery for professional development remain common in all 
sectors of education. Designed often as singular, off-site workshops, traditional 
modes position participants as ‘novice’ practitioners who receive pre-defined 
information from an invited ‘expert’ (Borko, 2004; Borko et al., 2010; Bredeson, 
2003; Kennedy, 2005; Lieberman, 1995; Lieberman & Miller, 2011). Teachers 
choose, or are chosen to, attend specific activities throughout the year dependent on 
their availability, need for ongoing education, and interest (Smith & Gillespie, 2007). 
Content is focused on technical aspects of the professional role and is usually child-
centric. Educators attend sessions mostly outside of work hours and in large groups, 
with the expectation they will return to their centres to implement the ideas of others 
(Flint, Zisook & Fisher, 2011; Lieberman & Miller, 2011).   
Critiques of traditional modes of delivery take into account theoretical and 
design components. At a theoretical level, there is broad criticism about professional 
development that is out of line with what is known about how teachers learn. 
Numerous authors (Borko, 2004; Borko et al., 2010; Bredeson, 2003; Stein, Smith & 
Silver, 1999; Villegas & Lucas, 2002) point to the persistence of cognitive and rote 
theories of teacher learning carried over from transmission approaches to student 
learning. Transmission approaches decrease capacity for autonomy in learning 
because they are characterised by the repeated practicing of facts and skills. 
Transmission discourses position teachers as transmitters of knowledge rather than 
generators of knowledge in both the classroom context and approaches to 
professional learning (Rué, 2006).  
At a design level, traditional modes of delivery receive criticism for a range 
of features that include top-down decision-making about program content and a lack 
of program ownership among participants (Albrecht & Engel, 2007; Borko et al., 
2010; Craft, 2000; Diaz-Maggioli, 2004; Friedman, 2004; Lieberman, 1995; 
Lieberman & Miller, 2011; Perkins, 2009-2010; Stark, 2006). Invited ‘experts’ 
define what is of value to learn and workshops are designed around the delivery of 
content knowledge rather than participants’ interests and professionals needs (Borko 
et al., 2010; Lieberman & Miller, 2011). When teachers are denied access to 
decisions about what they learn and how they participate, they are unlikely to feel a 
sense of ownership over professional content and its subsequent application in the 
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classroom context (Friedman, 2004). Personal growth can also be hindered by 
singular workshop designs that do not allow for in-depth and sustained discussion 
about connections between one’s personal experiences and professional role (Stein et 
al., 1999). This is particularly concerning for professional development focussed on 
diversity work because sustained investment is necessary for understanding 
connections between one’s personal experiences and professional role, particularly in 
relation to identity work and a focus on self (Aveling, 2006; Santoro, 2009b).  
Traditional modes of delivery can produce fragmented professional 
development activities. This occurs when theoretical and design components do not 
attend to connections between learning and context, and between teaching and 
broader issues (Stein et al., 1999). Borko (2004) defines a fragmented approach to 
teacher learning as “intellectually superficial” (p. 3). Intellectual superficiality can 
lead to dismissive and jaded teacher attitudes about professional development 
activities because teachers do not view the content as being of relevance or value to 
their existing practices (Borko, 2004). Helterbran and Fennimore (2004) caution that 
dismissive teacher attitudes toward professional development carry “a hint of anti-
intellectualism” (p. 269) that works against the emergent strength of professionalism 
in the early childhood sector, discussed in Section 2.5.1. In contrast to traditional 
modes of delivery, the theoretical and design components of research-based models 
of professional development support connections between learning and context, and 
between teaching and broader issues. 
2.5.3.2 Research-based models 
Research-based models of professional development attend to constructivist and 
situative theories of learning and educational reform. Smith and Gillespie (2007) use 
the umbrella term “job-embedded” (p. 215) to outline research-based models of 
professional development that include action research, teacher-as-researcher projects, 
study circles or inquiry projects. A feature common to all research-based models is 
the generation and use of data to inform decisions about professional practice 
(Perkins, 2009-2010; Smith & Gillespie, 2007). Teachers (and others) collect data 
(e.g., documentation, photographs, reflective journals and interviews) in their own 
context over time to investigate and address a recognised issue. In the research 
process, teachers are seen to be “intellectuals who are doing knowledge work” 
(Lieberman & Miller, 2011, p. 16) as part of their everyday classroom practice. 
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Intellectual competencies form the core of this work because the curriculum is 
viewed as the impetus for challenges, the extension of thinking, and change (Rué, 
2006). Teacher learning follows a constructivist view of knowledge generation along 
a continuum, and learning is situated within the teaching context (Borko et al., 2010). 
Features of research-based models of professional development identified in 
literature (see Borko et al., 2010; Bredeson, 2003; Lieberman & Miller, 2011; Smith 
& Gillespie, 2007) include: attention to context; a sense of program ownership 
among participants; collaboration; personalisation; and sustained inquiry. Combined, 
these features produce favourable conditions for effective professional development 
and teacher learning. Discussion about these five features of research-based models 
of professional development follows, with links made to the range of practices 
encompassing embedding Indigenous perspectives to identify potential benefits and 
limitations of professional development design. 
Attention to context 
Teachers’ professional learning needs are context bound. For this reason, 
professional development should be responsive to situational variables that impact 
teachers’ daily practice (Borko et al., 2010). Attending to context in professional 
development has required a conceptual shift in thinking about teachers’ professional 
learning. To create what Bredeson (2003) refers to as a “new architecture” (p. 3) for 
professional development design, professional learning needs to be situated in, and 
seen to be essential to, the everyday work of teachers. Attention to context ensures 
professional development is not segmented from a teacher’s daily work. Ideas are 
generated from within an educational site to produce and sustain change (Bredeson, 
2003). Opportunity to work on authentic problems in context is more likely to 
produce change as a direct result of professional development. This is important 
given traditional delivery modes are criticised for their incapacity to promote change 
once the teacher returns to the work context (Borko et al., 2010; Friedman, 2004; 
Glazer & Hannafin, 2006; Smith & Gillespie, 2007). New ideas, skills and strategies 
do not transfer well to the classroom context when they are learned in isolation. 
Learning in situated contexts supports the application of new or improved knowledge 
in teaching practice (Glazer & Hannafin, 2006). 
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 While contextualised professional development provides opportunities to 
work on authentic problems in context, resulting practices will continue to be shaped 
by who occupies institutional spaces, and what is privileged and silenced in 
institutional practices (Ahmed, 2012). Dominant values that shape early childhood 
education will be replicated in professional development and resulting practices, 
even when new ideas and strategies for professional practice become more inclusive 
(MacNaughton & Davis, 2009). In colonial contexts, this can translate to 
perpetuating the colonial view of the early childhood profession which disregards the 
local construction of knowledge alongside members of minority communities who 
become the focus of educators’ diversity work (Gonzáles Moncada, 2007). In 
relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives, much of this work is undertaken by 
non-Indigenous educators in non-Indigenous childcare settings. For this reason, 
attention to context requires consideration of the broader cultural context which 
shapes early childhood institutions and influences educators’ thinking and practices. 
Program ownership 
Along with contextualised inquiry, a structural shift in the ownership and 
organisation of professional development is necessary to increase teacher 
responsibility for their professional and personal needs (Bredeson, 2003). Increasing 
levels of responsibility, or capacity for professional autonomy, requires a 
transformative rather than a transmissive approach to teacher learning. 
Transformative approaches are premised on a more transformative agenda than 
particular characteristics. Conditions necessary to achieve a transformative agenda 
include a research-based approach in which responsibility and resources for 
professional learning are handed over to, or shared with, teachers (Kennedy, 2005; 
Plummer, 2006). Teachers have been viewed traditionally as consumers of research 
done by others (Zeichner, 2000). When ownership is shared, teachers can begin to 
understand research as a process in which they are key players, rather than viewing 
research as a product of someone else’s endeavours (Kennedy, 2005). Ownership and 
associated responsibility shift to teachers themselves when they co-develop and 
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Research-based models increase capacity for professional autonomy and 
ownership, but this “does not in itself imply that the capacity will necessarily be 
fulfilled” (Kennedy, 2005, p. 248). This may be particularly so for learning that 
incorporates critical analyses of self, as required for embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. Personal accountability for examining and critiquing one’s cultural 
positioning may go unrecognised by individuals who benefit most from existing 
socio-political conditions (Dyer, 1997; Frankenberg, 1993, 1997). For non-
Indigenous individuals in Australia, most have been socialised to understand culture 
and diversity only in terms of difference. As discussed in Section 2.1.1, and further 
in Chapter 3, culture is attached to ‘others’ rather than being understood as central to 
all ethnicities, including whiteness (Moreton-Robinson, 1999). For this reason, 
achieving autonomy and ownership over critical analyses of self in professional 
learning likely requires an approach to professional development that affords explicit 
support and facilitation over time (Gonzáles Moncada, 2007). 
Collaboration 
Research-based models of professional development enable collaboration among 
teachers within an educational site, as well as among teachers and outsiders (e.g., 
teacher educators, industry professionals, individuals or community groups). Here, I 
focus on collaboration between teachers and teacher educators or facilitators, rather 
than collaboration with Indigenous individuals and communities, as previously 
addressed in Section 2.4.1.2. Benefits of collaboration in all forms are promoted 
widely in professional development literature. Collaboration is essential to 
developing a shared language about teaching and learning that can open up new ways 
of thinking and working (Butler, Novak Lauscher, Jarvis-Selinger & Beckingham, 
2004). Collaboration promotes collegial interdependence which is a key 
characteristic in the growth of an organisation as a professional learning community 
(Bredeson, 2003). Buczynski and Hansen (2010) assert that the impact of 
professional development will be stronger when more teachers from a single school 
site are involved in a professional development cohort. Numerous studies (Butler et 
al., 2004; Jaipal & Figg, 2011; Voogt et al., 2011) provide evidence of this point, 
with the general pattern of findings being a greater likelihood of teachers changing 
their thinking and practices when professional development is undertaken 
collaboratively rather than alone. 
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Despite the advantages of teachers working together, collaboration should not 
overshadow the importance of autonomy in teacher learning. When professional 
development is designed well, collaboration can function “as an organisational 
incentive for the professional development of individual teachers” (Clement & 
Vandenberghe, 2000, p. 86). In this sense, interdependence does not exclude 
independence. The actions of the collective provide a meaningful context for teacher 
learning which can be undertaken at different times both collaboratively and 
independently (Butler et al., 2004; Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000).  
The design of a professional development program will determine how 
collaboration between key players is framed. Research-based models of professional 
development initiated by outsiders (e.g., teacher educators) generally employ a 
structure in which the outsider works alongside teachers in a facilitative role to 
achieve agreed goals. The purpose of facilitation is to engage teachers in an 
intellectual rather than an audit exercise using research processes (Zamorski & 
Bulmer, 2002). As facilitators, outsiders undertake a broad range of roles including 
resourcer, critical friend, active listener, mentor and trainer (MacKewn, 2008; 
Wadsworth, 2006). In undertaking these roles, facilitators are required to develop 
and apply a broad skill set. Broad skills are needed in order to question teachers 
about their thinking and practices effectively (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002), and to work 
from a position of empathy and humility to support outsider/insider relations (Flint et 
al., 2011; Goodfellow, 2005). Facilitators also require confidence to provoke and 
embrace confrontation – a point from which new understanding can be forged (Day, 
1993). The facilitation role should be flexible and changing, and responsive to shifts 
in relations between key players over the course of a professional development 
project (Avgitidou, 2009; Wadsworth, 2006).  
Collaborations between teachers and teacher educators are common in 
research projects that value action research strategies in teacher professional 
development. Teacher educators bring scholarly knowledge to the collaboration and 
also support teachers to develop essential research skills (Jaipal & Figg, 2011). The 
presence of a teacher educator or external team can encourage confidence in the 
approach employed in a project and the topic chosen for investigation (see Burns & 
Haydn, 2002). This is important when chosen topics are viewed by teachers as being 
controversial or ‘difficult’, as may be the case with embedding Indigenous 
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perspectives. Stoll and Temperley (2009) suggest that confidence and permission are 
pre-requisites for the introduction of new innovations in teaching practice. As quoted 
by a senior leader in Stoll and Temperley’s (2009) study, the role of a project leader 
is to: 
Give them [the teachers] confidence to have a go ... If there’s a curriculum 
area that they don’t know much about you can help them and make it easy for 
them to take a risk. It’s all about confidence and permission. (p. 73) 
In this form of permission, input from colleagues and facilitators is of consequence 
to teachers in their decision-making about the introduction of new or unfamiliar 
practices. Collaborations with outsiders can support teachers to take action, although 
positive forms of action are not always guaranteed. A teacher educator will likely 
bring a different point of view to collaborative work than that of teachers due to 
differences in knowledge base systems (Kennedy, 2005). Of value is the synthesis of 
scholarly knowledge and context, both of which are required for real and sustainable 
change (Kennedy, 2005). Reciprocity is central to relations between teachers and 
outsiders to minimise dichotomies between universities and schools/centres, theory 
and practice, teacher educators as ‘experts’, and teachers as practitioners (Sales, 
Traver & García, 2011). Relations between teacher educators and teachers vary on a 
continuum and can range from collegial and collaborative to distanced and 
hierarchical (Fleet & Patterson, 2001). Different combinations of reciprocity can 
stimulate interactions and experiences among a group of professionals that are not 
usually possible (Glazer & Hannafin, 2006).  
As identified by Goodfellow (2005) in a review of research articles published 
in the Australian Journal of Early Childhood between 2000 and 2004 (see Chapter 1 
also), researchers/authors sometimes claim equal status with that of teachers/ 
participants in research studies. The research process is described as being effective 
simply because collaboration occurred, but the analysis of data does not always 
assess the impact of relations between researchers and participants (Goodfellow, 
2005). One exception is the work of Avgitidou (2009) who presents a reflexive 
account of the facilitator role though analysis of outsider/researcher and 
teacher/participant relations. Avgitidou (2009) identifies that equality is not a stable 
characteristic of all collaborative interactions in professional development projects 
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initiated by outsiders. The researcher/outsider and teachers/participants both employ 
strategies of power and control to impose ideas and values, and to resist the ideas and 
values of others (Avgitidou, 2009). Many factors shape collaboration including 
timing, context and trust. It is the skill of the facilitator to evaluate and adopt 
different roles dependent on when collaboration occurs, in what form, and between 
which players (Avgitidou, 2009; Wadsworth, 2006). 
Personalisation 
The personalisation of professional development occurs when teachers are viewed as 
individuals with personal interests, passions and needs. There is a link between the 
personalisation of professional development and understanding the rights and needs 
of teachers as learners (Lieberman & Miller, 2011; Perkins, 2009-2010). 
Personalisation sees teachers choose, suggest or opt-in to professional development 
projects related to their current teaching environment and personal interests and 
experiences (Bredeson, 2003; Woldhuis, 2010). The focus of professional learning is 
teachers as people, as well as program content and design. Woldhuis (2010) suggests 
that personalisation results in a higher level of accountability for one’s professional 
learning. Educators invest emotionally in professional and personal growth and take 
responsibility for their learning (Woldhuis, 2010). 
Professional learning that attends to teachers’ personal interests, passions and 
needs is described by Palmer (1998) as “inner work” (p. 11), and Bredeson (2003) as 
an “inward journey” (p. 46). Inner work responds to teachers’ inner creativity and 
passions, but also invites attention to vulnerable parts of the self that might typically 
be avoided. Inner work requires a strong emotional investment in learning because it 
can lead to disequilibrium (Palmer, 1998, 2000). Palmer (2000) suggests that it is 
through disequilibrium that significant learning and development can occur. Inner 
work can be ‘risky’ for some teachers because emotional aspects of teaching and 
learning remain unexamined in daily work when they are woven into what is 
considered common sense (Zembylas, 2002). Emotional aspects of teaching and 
learning including vulnerability, connectivity, detachment and resistance (Zembylas, 
2002) can come to the fore in investigations of practice that allow for connections 
between professional and personal experiences.  
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Professional development for embedding Indigenous perspectives provides a 
case in point. As this work requires teachers to engage in critical analyses of self, 
including the influence of their personal histories and ideologies on their thinking 
and practices, a strong emotional investment is required. An emotional investment 
can manifest as resistance to inner work rather than engagement, as seen in the 
findings of an Australian study by Phillips (2011). The study focussed on pre-service 
teachers’ resistance to interrogating their positioning in Australian society in relation 
to Indigenous peoples and cultures. The students involved completed an 
undergraduate Indigenous studies unit in which Indigenous knowledge perspectives 
were privileged as the schema from which to examine relations between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous peoples throughout Australian history. The findings showed that 
non-Indigenous participants experienced initial difficulty with articulating Australian 
history, cultures, and the connections between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people when their existing understandings and standpoint were interrogated (Phillips, 
2011). Explorations of culture and social positioning produced disequilibrium for 
many participants, resulting for some in a sense of fear and of being treated unfairly 
as white Australians (Phillips, 2011). The participants mobilised often contradictory 
forms of resistance; for example, by drawing on colonial discourses that reinforced a 
privileged position while taking a position as ‘victims’ (Phillips, 2011). The findings 
of Phillips’ (2011) study are useful for understanding difficulties with resistance 
experienced by non-Indigenous people when their standpoint is interrogated, but also 
how the students moved through resistance over the course of the semester (13 
weeks). Of key note is how the students’ learning was chaotic, and required a 
combination of self-critique and theoretical explorations (Phillips, 2011). These 
features are rarely available to practicing teachers in professional development 
discourse, particularly when one-off workshop models are applied. In terms of the 
inner work necessary for embedding Indigenous perspectives, personalisation of 
professional development discourse requires understanding of participants’ social 
positioning, their understandings of culture and how they work through resistance to 
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Sustained inquiry 
Professional learning that invites inner work should take place over time. Sustained 
inquiry is necessary to allow teachers time to examine aspects of their work beyond 
technical requirements. Hunzicker (2011) outlines three key basics of sustained 
inquiry linked to effective professional development design. The first of these is a 
high number of contact hours over several months. Sustained inquiry provides 
extended time for teachers to employ and take part in various professional 
development activities as suited to their learning needs. Sustained inquiry is 
purposeful and systematic in line with research processes, but also allows spaces for 
informal and self-directed forms of professional development (Lom & Sullenger, 
2011). The combination of systematic, informal and self-directed activities 
contributes to a high number of contact hours over the course of a professional 
development project.  
The second basic element outlined by Hunzicker (2011) relates to the 
provision of many opportunities over time to interact with ideas and procedures and 
practice new skills. With increased contact hours, teachers have more opportunity to 
acquire habits and skills of inquiry they continue to use as part of their teaching 
repertoire (Ponte, 2010). Intellectual and research competencies form the core of this 
work, and assist in countering persisting notions of teachers as technicians (Smith & 
Gillespie, 2007) that can translate to quick-fix applications, particularly in diversity 
work (Santoro, 2009b). Through sustained inquiry, teachers have many opportunities 
to practice and apply new ways of thinking and working.  
The third basic element relates to how sustained inquiry builds on other 
professional development activities in which teachers are required to engage 
(Hunzicker, 2011). Questions about connections between teachers’ professional 
development activities can be addressed within a research process such as action 
research. As teachers collect and use data over time, they document their plans for 
change, generative questions about their work, and reflective processes (Kemmis, 
1999). Documentation is revisited throughout the research process to assess 
connections between activities and to devise new directions for the research 
(Kemmis, 1999; MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009). During the research process, 
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teachers might also access workshops or seminars related to the topic of 
investigation. 
Sustained inquiry has proved effective in many research studies about teacher 
development (see Avalos, 2011), although numerous variables impact how long a 
project can be sustained. The dynamic nature of teachers’ work, cost considerations, 
interest in the topic, and the skill level of collaborators provide some examples. In 
reference to action research specifically, Ponte (2010) comments that professional 
development can be difficult to sustain because the approach to inquiry “force[s] 
teachers to face up to hard facts” (p. 545). In action research, teachers are required to 
reveal underlying reasons for the decisions they make (and those they avoid), and 
implement planned changes (Ponte, 2005, 2010). Transparency in professional 
learning can prove difficult for some educators, particularly when the topic of 
investigation invites ongoing personal as well as professional reflection (Palmer, 
1993, 1998).  
Research-based models of professional development are more effective than 
traditional workshop modes, although a singular approach to professional 
development is not wholly sufficient to meet all participants’ learning styles and 
needs (Plummer, 2006). As Plummer (2006) suggests: 
there is no one best design model that can accommodate the complexities of 
professional relationships, dynamic communities of practice and educational 
agendas that impact on teachers’ practice. (p. 2) 
Some teachers benefit from large group sessions where there is less focus on 
individual response and greater opportunity for networking (Ponte, 2010). Teachers 
may also desire a focus on technical aspects of their work because a quick-fix 
approach reduces anxiety about content that is unfamiliar or deemed difficult, as seen 
in diversity work. There is agreement in professional development literature that a 
combination of approaches to professional development is ideal (Borko, 2004; Borko 
et al., 2010; Bredeson, 2003; Ingvarson, 1987; Perkins, 2009-2010; Russell, 2009). 
More contemporary modes of delivery can be supplemented with specially designed 
large-group workshops and other activities that are in line with more traditional 
approaches. 
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2.5.4 Effecting change as a result of professional development 
Change is posited often as an assured outcome of professional development. Most 
definitions of professional development attend to the achievement of a positive shift 
in understanding about one’s professional role, practices and personal beliefs 
(Bredeson, 2003; Guskey, 1986; Ingvarson, 1987; Lieberman, 1995; Russell, 2009). 
As outlined earlier, there is widespread agreement that changes in practices and 
thinking are most likely to occur when professional development enables educators 
to construct their own knowledge in relation to the context in which they work. 
Agreement about how change occurs as a result of professional development is more 
contentious. In the past three decades, authors have differed in their explanations of 
the order or temporal sequence of outcomes most likely to produce and sustain 
change. For example, Guskey (1986) contends that changes in perceptions, beliefs 
and attitudes are most likely to occur only after instructional practices in classroom 
practice are seen to be effective. Based on this sequence, Guskey (1986) values 
professional development models that are experientially based. In such models, 
professional development lends itself firstly to the implementation of an innovation 
or specific proven practice. Evidence of improvement stemming from the innovation 
then acts as the precursor to changes in teachers’ perceptions, beliefs and attitudes 
based on proven success (Guskey, 1986; Ingvarson, 1987).   
Comparatively, research-based models of professional development including 
action research are premised on change that occurs in teachers’ perceptions, attitudes 
and beliefs from reflection in-action (Kemmis, 1999; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2003; 
Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998). Evaluations of existing practices act as the precursor to 
practical and theoretical reflection about how practice can be understood differently. 
This occurs alongside considerations of beliefs and attitudes that influence how 
practices are actioned. In contrast with the application of outside knowledge, as seen 
in models of change advocated in the work of Guskey (1986), the generation of 
inside knowledge is the key concern. Research-based models of professional 
development including action research have the facility to engage both inside 
(teacher-generated) and outside (innovation-generated) sequences of change once the 
research process begins, although knowledge generation by teachers is emphasised. 
Kyburz-Graber et al. (2006) advocate for simultaneous inside/outside investigations 
of practice that leave questions about who generates knowledge and how knowledge 
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is used, open to discussion. In this way, teachers generate knowledge about practice 
by making their classrooms sites for inquiry, and by connecting their work and that 
of others to broad level innovations and issues (Kyburz-Graber et al., 2006). While 
different approaches to professional development emphasise differences in the 
sequence of change and the participatory role of teachers, there is common advocacy 
for on-site implementation, and the need for ongoing peer and organisational 
collaboration.  
2.5.4.1 Change and institutional structures 
The application of professional knowledge gained through professional development 
is dependent on teachers’ willingness to effect change, as well as institutional 
structures that support or hinder new forms of action. Buczynski and Hansen (2010) 
comment that there is “a common misconception that professional development is 
only as effective as the teacher’s willingness to apply knowledge gained through the 
professional development experience” (p. 606). Teachers may be willing to effect 
change in thinking and practice, but face hurdles beyond their control. These include 
limited institutional support and the reactions of key stakeholders (Buczynski & 
Hansen, 2010). Limited institutional support can manifest as time constraints, the 
non-interest or non-involvement of a range of key stakeholders, and a lack of 
resources (Bredeson, 2003; Fullan, 1999, 2007; Hall & Hord, 2001; Lane, 2008). The 
reaction of key stakeholders can also influence teacher response, as identified in a 
2010 study by Burgess, Robertson and Patterson. The mixed-method case study 
involving document analysis and a questionnaire examined factors that influenced 
early childhood teachers’ decision-making around the implementation of three state-
based curriculum initiatives centred on literacy, pedagogy and health. Burgess et al. 
(2010) found that in relation to unsuccessful adoptions of the initiatives, the most 
frequent barrier to change was the impact of others on the teacher. While the 
respondent group was small (25 university-trained early childhood teachers from 
Preschool settings in Sydney, Australia), teachers’ responses indicated that a key 
barrier to implementing change was the reactions of families, followed by colleagues 
and government advisors. In combination with other identified barriers (i.e., rejection 
of the initiative by colleagues, lack of time, feeling overwhelmed), the reactions of 
families, colleagues and others contributed to partial implementation of the 
initiatives, or to the decision to abandon implementation altogether (Burgess et al., 
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2010). Such findings have ramifications for the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives because, as explained with examples throughout this chapter, this work 
is constructed at several levels as being overtly political in early childhood education. 
The nature of educators’ work in before-school settings also impacts how often they 
can be released from classroom teaching to engage in sustained professional 
development activities (Russell, 2009). Social and institutional pressures on 
educators’ decision-making and work around embedding Indigenous perspectives 
provides a focus for analysis in Chapters 5 and 7. 
Effective professional development design and institutional support are 
necessary for effecting change, but require consideration in the broader context of 
institutional structures. Beyond logistical considerations (i.e., routines, procedures, 
staffing, time constraints) change processes will be influenced by often unrecognised 
or silent institutional practices that impact diversity work. As explained at the 
beginning of this chapter (Section 2.2.1), in colonial contexts, institutions including 
childcare centres are shaped on white terms, meaning they need to be understood as 
processes or even effects of processes of colonisation (Ahmed, 2012). An aim to 
institutionalise diversity, including the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives, 
requires commitment from educators and consideration of their ongoing professional 
learning, but also recognition of issues around how this work may become embedded 
or routine institutional practice. A need to apply diversity work to everyday practices 
in childcare centres is in itself an indication that diversity work is not already a 
given, or the norm (Ahmed, 2012). Effecting change, then, requires considered 
thought about what diversity work might look like as routine institutional practice, 
beyond technical elements (the ‘how to’) and objects and resources that give an 
impression of diversity but do not reveal the breadth and depth of institutional 
commitment or issues. In the Australian context, institutional issues include 
racialising practices that mediate embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-
Indigenous childcare settings, whether recognised or not. Educators require explicit 
support and ongoing professional learning to understand how racialising practices 
impact their daily work and interactions with self and others, and how they might 
begin to effect positive change.  
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2.6 Summary 
This chapter has reviewed literature than informs and frames this study. In this 
chapter I examined Australia as a colonising context and how approaches to 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in Australian educational sties align with broader 
social agendas. Cultural competence was identified as a prominent but challenging 
agenda informing this work in early childhood education policy in Australia. 
Educators’ capacities with locating the relevance of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in their work and the ways Indigenous perspectives are applied in non-
Indigenous educational sites were highlighted as key areas of concern. Ways to 
support educators’ ongoing professional learning and practice at both an ideological 
and technical level were explored via a review of professional development literature 
and discussion about design and modes of delivery. Throughout this chapter I have 
argued for a more comprehensive approach to embedding Indigenous perspectives in 
early childhood education in Australia, as well as appropriate structural conditions 
for professional development in the before-school sector. In the next chapter 
(Chapter 3), the relationship between colonialism and whiteness is further examined 
to inform the theoretical framework for this study and position the research and 
participants in relation to Indigenous peoples in an Australian colonising context. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 
In this chapter I outline the theoretical framework used in the study. In diversity 
work, whiteness studies enable analysis of discursive processes and subjective 
positions – how everyday practices are constructed and how educators adopt 
particular standpoints to justify their work. Whiteness studies and related critiques 
allow for examination of the ways whiteness and racism continue to operate in 
diversity work constructed as anti-bias and/or anti-racist practice. In this chapter, I 
draw on Sara Ahmed’s critiques of whiteness studies to highlight how whiteness and 
racism remain salient in diversity work. The chapter begins with discussion about the 
concept of whiteness as a social construction (Section 3.1). I then explore three 
conceptualisations of whiteness to broaden the discussion beyond personal/relational 
aspects. In Section 3.2, whiteness in the Australian context is examined to position 
the research and participants in relation to Indigenous peoples in an Australian 
colonising context. The chapter concludes with a critique of the application of 
whiteness studies in early childhood education (Section 3.3). I also outline potential 
reflexive approaches to unsettling my position as a white researcher. 
3.1 The concept of whiteness 
The field of whiteness studies has been significant in its facility to examine 
whiteness as a social construction. This central tenet of whiteness studies disputes 
that there is a scientific basis of ‘race’. Whiteness is described instead as an 
assemblage of social effects and discursive processes that are historically located and 
socially contingent (Apple, 2004; hooks, 1997; Levine-Rasky, 2002; Mahoney, 1997; 
Moreton-Robinson, 2008; Ryden & Marshall, 2012). In other words, whiteness 
operates on individual, institutional and social levels, and is flexible and adaptable 
dependent on time frames and geographic locations. Whiteness as a concept provides 
a means for understanding processes and practices of racialisation (Wadham, 2004a, 
2004b). In this thesis, issues about national identity, institutional racism and subject 
positions are studied through the lens of whiteness to understand the ways it operates 
as a powerful racial marker and regulator in societies. For instance, whiteness 
impacts how people identify, how they conduct their professional practice, and how 
they relate to others. This thesis is concerned with whiteness as both a marker and 
80 
80 Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 
regulator in the realm of education, a key social institution accountable for both the 
reproduction and countering of racialising practices. 
Whiteness as a category establishes limits for inclusion, knowledge 
production and experience (Moreton-Robinson, 2004). For example, who is 
identified as white is a slippery issue, with the category non-white always defined in 
proximity to whiteness as the centre. This results in a binaried white/non-white 
opposition. Who is identified as white, or white enough, relates to physical 
characteristics and the social meanings of skin colour that mediate a person’s identity 
and lived experiences within a society (Morrison, 1992). In general terms, whiteness 
operates powerfully and invisibly by being unmarked and unnamed (Dyer, 1997; 
Frankenberg, 1993, 1997). As the centre, whiteness comes to simply mean ‘normal’. 
Thus, white individuals and institutions are, by association with whiteness, able to 
stand outside of racism and race, and maintain invisibility. The authority of the 
invisible draws upon and upholds whiteness as the centre of humanity and 
knowledge (Dyer, 1997; hooks, 1997; Moreton-Robinson, 1999, Wadham, 2004a). 
The invisibility of whiteness results in race becoming the “prison reserved for the 
‘Other’” (Moreton-Robinson, 2000, xix). The category of ‘other’ assigns non-white 
people a place in identity politics and race relations not reserved for white people 
(Frankenberg, 1993). The invisibility of whiteness enables white people to assign 
race only to ‘others’, but for those positioned as ‘other’, whiteness is marked and 
clearly visible.  
The study of whiteness is a departure from studies of race and racism that 
have focussed on racialised ‘others’. Studying whiteness ensures everyone a place in 
race relations and marks whiteness as a racial category (Frankenberg, 1993, 2001). 
Recent scholarship in the field of whiteness studies moves beyond early 
examinations of race that focused on ethnographic and personal narratives (Twine & 
Gallagher, 2008). The early introspective and highly personal contributions to 
whiteness were significant in establishing the field and orienting a focus on the 
‘white self’ rather than ‘others’. However, a link between these somewhat 
voyeuristic accounts and a lack of social action continues to be acknowledged by 
some as problematic for the field (Andersen, 2003; Ryden & Marshall, 2012). The 
interdisciplinary field of whiteness studies now includes examination of state 
practices, institutional arrangements and ideological beliefs in transnational contexts. 
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Novel questions about the unsettling of whiteness and its potential as a decolonising 
strategy enriches the field, alongside the continuing focus of how whiteness is 
reproduced and maintained (Gunew, 2007; Ryden & Marshall, 2012; Twine & 
Gallagher, 2008).  
There is a salient yet disparate relationship between whiteness studies and 
decolonisation processes. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, decolonisation is 
concerned primarily with re-centring Indigenous perspectives and the empowerment 
of Indigenous peoples in colonial structures through self-representation and self-
determination (Dei, 2008; Fredericks & Adams, 2011; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). 
Whiteness studies are focussed on the deconstruction of colonial structures, which is 
critical to decolonisation processes, but does not always translate to experiential 
outcomes in educational practice such as re-centring Indigenous perspectives. While 
interrelated, there are key differences between deconstruction and actively working 
to reduce the impacts of colonisation and its effects. As both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples have been colonised in western societies, the project of 
decolonisation is the responsibility of both groups (Fredericks & Adams, 2011). 
Non-Indigenous people can engage in decolonising processes through developing 
understanding the impact of colonial histories in the present. This requires self-
analysis, but also involves other practices including recognition of Indigenous 
perspectives, adherence to Indigenous protocols, and building reciprocal 
relationships with Indigenous people. These practices were taken up by the 
participants in this study as part of the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
Critiques of whiteness studies allow for consideration of how whiteness and racism 
remained salient in this work, despite participants’ efforts. 
Deconstructing whiteness in its many forms is part of the larger project of 
anti-racism. When viewed as an extension of theoretical foundations including 
critical race theory, critical theories and feminist theories, whiteness studies have the 
potential to continue anti-racist scholarship (Brodkin, 1999, 2004; Ryden & 
Marshall, 2012; Twine & Gallagher, 2008). Whiteness studies contribute knowledge 
about a multiplicity of national sentiments, locations and local customs, and 
racialised identities. In this thesis, how people talked about their racialised and 
national identity and their cultural practices are central to understanding how 
whiteness operates in everyday practices in the two urban childcare centres.  
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3.1.1 Conceptualisations of whiteness 
In line with the interdisciplinary nature of the field, whiteness is conceptualised in 
the literature in various ways. This includes theorising whiteness as ‘property’ 
(Harris, 1993), as an organising principle for institutional behaviours (Ahmed, 2012), 
and as a fluid identity or subjective location (Frankenberg, 1993; Riggs & 
Augoustinos, 2004). These intersecting elements of whiteness are relevant to this 
study in terms of positioning the research in a colonising context, locating the 
research in institutions shaped on white terms, and examining subjective positions 
taken up by white participants engaged in diversity work.  
3.1.1.1 Whiteness as property 
As an extension of critical race theory, Harris (1993) conceptualises whiteness as 
‘property’. Whiteness as ‘property’ comprises functional proprieties and cultural 
status. For instance, whiteness provides material and symbolic privilege to whites 
who benefit from exclusive rights including possession and use of land and 
institutional spaces, as well as reputation in terms of being representative of the 
human ‘norm’. In line with colonising processes, these ‘property’ rights are 
“contingent on, intertwined with, and conflated with race” (Harris, 1993, p. 1714). 
Harris (1993) is concerned with how colonising processes accord whiteness legal 
status. The construction of whiteness according to law defines aspects of identity 
(who is identified as white), privilege (who benefits from this status) and property 
(what benefits accrue). Defined by law, whiteness moves from “a privileged identity 
to a vested interest” (Harris, 1993, p. 1725). Maintaining an investment in whiteness 
is critical to many white people because they benefit most from existing social 
arrangements in both material and cultural terms. 
3.1.1.2 Whiteness and institutions 
Institutional forms of whiteness relate to the pragmatics of institutions and the ways 
matter is organised and circulated as “a reflection of what matters” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 
33). Ahmed (2012) describes institutions as “modes of attention” (p. 30). What is 
attended to routinely can be thought of as what is valued; attention is the organising 
principle for how some things come into view and other things do not. To explain 
further about how institutions are white, Ahmed (2007a, 2012) points to the 
proximity of some bodies and not others in institutional spaces. By locating 
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whiteness as a pre-condition for the arrival of some bodies over others, Ahmed 
(2012) describes how “white bodies gather to create the impression of coherence” (p. 
35). These bodies take the shape of the institution and project onto the surface what 
is to take place in institutional spaces. Intersections of race, gender and class are 
particularly pertinent in Australia given the majority of ‘bodies’ who cohere in 
teaching spaces identify as white, female and middle class (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2008b; Reid, 2005).  
Relations between whiteness studies and declarations of wrongdoing in 
institutional spaces is core to Ahmed’s (2004) earlier work on the non-performativity 
of  whiteness in public and institutional cultures. Ahmed (2004) raises concern about 
relations between critical whiteness studies and declarations of admission. For 
example, the admission of inequitable attitudes and practices by white individuals 
and institutions enables the admission itself to be seen as ‘good’ institutional 
practice. In this sense, an anti-racist stance is non-performative because the 
admission becomes the primary indicator for ‘good’ anti-racist practice in place of 
evidence of social action and institutional change. As Ahmed (2004) emphasises, 
putting whiteness into speech and institutional documents, however critically, does 
not reflect the commitment of an institution to practices that could be described as 
anti-racist. This thesis is concerned with the salience of whiteness and racism in 
diversity work constructed as anti-racist practice. 
3.1.1.3 Whiteness and identity 
White identity refers to the fluid, yet dominant social location white people ‘occupy’ 
in particular societies. Frankenberg (1993) draws primarily on feminist scholarship to 
describe whiteness as a standpoint from which white people position ‘others’ racially 
but without connecting this to the racialised white self. Taking up the subject 
position white is always historically, socially and politically mediated by 
understandings of who can be white in particular societies at a given time (Riggs & 
Augoustinos, 2004). The fluidity of whiteness as a subject position undermines 
claims to universality that often accompanies the enactment of a white identity. 
Rather than being static and universal, white identities are continuously unsettled by 
racialising processes (Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). This is particularly so in 
colonising contexts whereby recognition of Indigenous histories and experiences is 
increasing. Boundary categories within and across different groups are also 
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constantly evolving, meaning white identities are always reliant on how racialised 
systems of understanding are understood and negotiated over time.  
The racial literacy of the majority of whites is low because forms of racism 
many recognise are less overt in contemporary societies (Green & Sonn, 2006; 
Haviland, 2008; Moreton-Robinson, 1999; Warren & Sue, 2011). As individual 
experiences of whiteness are normalised in social and materials worlds, 
acknowledgement of whiteness as a racialised identity is not usually autonomous 
(Helms, 1990; Moreton-Robinson, 1999; Pohlhaus, 2002; Riggs & Augoustinos, 
2004). For many white people, there is no requirement to acknowledge a white status 
and related effects of whiteness in their everyday lives. The centring of white cultural 
practices and values in colonising contexts verifies to members of the dominant 
group that their lived experiences are ‘natural’ or ‘normal’.  
Disruptions to normalised experiences of whiteness most often require 
intense examinations of whiteness and related effects. In reference to whiteness as a 
cultural standpoint, Pohlhaus (2002) describes this process as “engagement with the 
kinds of questions found there” (p. 287) – that is, struggling to understand one’s 
experiences by adopting a critical lens to examine the social order within which 
knowledge and experience are produced. Some whites may view examination and 
acknowledgement of a racialised identity or standpoint as a threat to their sense of 
self (Aveling, 2006; Pohlhaus, 2002; Wolfe, 2002). Others who do engage in critical 
examinations of whiteness may in time consider themselves to be ‘enlightened’. 
Being ‘enlightened’ gives rise to individuals positioning themselves as a ‘good 
white’ (Green & Sonn, 2006) person and not part of the unselfconscious white 
universal subject (Haviland, 2008; Levine-Rasky, 2000). Locating whiteness and its 
harmful effects in other whites becomes another form of ‘othering’. Those who 
consider themselves ‘enlightened’ may resist further interrogations of their own 
whiteness because acknowledgement of a white status is seen to be equivalent to an 
anti-racist stance.  
Examinations of whiteness and associated affects can prove confrontational 
for some white individuals and may provoke reactive behaviours including 
resistance. Defensive behaviours including resistance to engage, or collusion with 
existing professional cultures, can be demonstrated by individuals who are reacting 
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to processes that unsettle identities or subjective positionings (Ahmed, 2012; 
Goodman, 2001; Stark, 2006). Challenges to attributes an individual views as virtues 
(e.g., whiteness, maleness) may cause guilt and resistance in the form of denial, 
rejection and/or trivialisation (Haviland, 2008; Schick, 2000). Guilt focused on self 
can halt movement to deeper understanding because it permits individuals to self-
indulge by attending to self rather than the issue at hand (Andersen, 2003; Iyer, 
Leach & Pedersen, 2004). This outcome can be problematic because it becomes an 
indulgence that is counter-productive to ongoing critique and the development of 
critical understanding (Aveling, 2006). The role of confrontation in professional and 
personal learning should not be understated. Confrontation, either by self or others, 
provides a point from which new understanding can be forged. Day (1993) asserts 
that confrontation should accompany theoretical and practical reflection in order for 
professional and personal development to occur. What constitutes confrontation is 
not made explicit in the literature, although Day (1993) suggests that it is a 
metacognitive process that promotes the production of new knowledge as awareness 
of one’s assumptions surface or become clearer through interventional means.  
Alongside negative reactive behaviours, resistance to unsettling whiteness 
can manifest in forms that are politically viable (Giroux, 1983). This occurs when 
whites demonstrate pro-active resistance to existing orders and practices that are 
inequitable in the face of new awareness. This discourse opens spaces for possibility 
as well as critique in the study of one’s whiteness (Giroux, 1997). Acknowledging 
and resisting racism creates new opportunities for whites to join the struggle against 
racism in their professional and personal lives, and gain an understanding of how 
whiteness is enacted and reproduced in various forms in everyday interactions and 
activities. Whites can forge a “stake in racial politics that connect[s] them to the 
struggles being waged by other groups” (Giroux, 1997, p. 384). This interpretation of 
resistance is one of activism whereby individual agency is located as a plausible and 
necessary catalyst for effecting positive change. Haviland (2008) identifies that 
unsettling whiteness in ways that are politically viable will usually occur within a 
broader range of responses. For example, whites may adopt a critical stance on 
whiteness, but employ power-evasive strategies including safe self-critique, silence, 
asserting ignorance, and citing authority to carefully avoid deep engagement with 
questions around privilege and power. By the same token, whites may speak, behave 
86 
86 Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 
and interact in ways that maintain their power, including affirming ‘sameness’, 
praising and encouraging, and focussing on ‘barriers’ to effecting positive change 
(Haviland, 2008). In this respect, politically viable actions can inadvertently 
perpetuate and even create effects of whiteness and racism that whites attempt to 
alleviate and unravel in diversity work (Ahmed, 2012; Trainor, 2002). 
Empirical studies of whiteness in its varied forms have been critical for 
moving the field of whiteness studies beyond conceptual justification of its value 
(Steyn & Conway, 2010).  Despite empirical advancements, critiques of whiteness as 
a field of study continue to be articulated. Of key interest to this study are critiques 
focussed on universalising white privilege from a limited contextual positioning 
(Dei, 2007; Gunew, 2007; Kaufman, 2006; Lawrence & Dua, 2005; Moreton-
Robinson, 2000, 2008). Most of the literature on whiteness is based on the present-
day American experience (Carey, 2009; Moreton-Robinson, 2008). Articulations of 
whiteness from this context are applied universally across western contexts. 
Universal applications of whiteness erase Indigenous experiences, including that of 
the First Nations people in Canada. Locally, the experiences of the Indigenous 
population in Australia are often conflated with other minority groups, meaning the 
unique relationship of Indigenous peoples with the land now known as Australia is 
not recognised. In colonising contexts including Australia, relations between 
ethnicity and Indigeneity have been called into question to reorient the universal 
application of identity categories and racialisation processes (Gunew, 2007; 
Lawrence & Dua, 2005; Moreton-Robinson, 2008). Recognition of the unique place-
based geographies of societies is required so that the consolidation and reproduction 
of whiteness in particular contexts comes into sharper view, particularly in relation to 
Indigenous sovereignty (Shaw, 2007a). In the section following, the specificities of 
whiteness in the Australian context are considered. 
3.2 Whiteness in the Australian context 
In the Australian context, the social construction of whiteness is related to the social 
and political significance of race throughout Australia’s history. Historical pre-
conditions for the significance of race were founded on the falsehood of terra 
nullius. As explained in Chapters 1 and 2, the legal fiction of terra nullius rests on a 
colonial doctrine that denied Aboriginal sovereignty rights through the biological 
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classification of Indigenous peoples as sub-human (Chalmers, 2005; Mooney & 
Craven, 2006; Reynolds, 1986; Watson, 2009). As a form of scientific racism, 
biological classification rendered Indigenous peoples incapable of governing and 
enacting social and moral lives. Scientific ‘validity’ provided a “convenient rationale 
for the inhumane processes of colonisation and the civilising project” (Haebich, 
2008, p. 5). The significance of race has been further articulated throughout 
Australian history via colonising processes including the introduction of the White 
Australia Policy (1901-1973) and government interventions premised on ‘civilising’ 
and ‘protecting’ Aboriginal children. 
Political action including the White Australia Policy gave rise to the social 
construction of whiteness founded on investing in the nation as a white possession 
(Hage, 1998; Moreton-Robinson, 2009). In place from 1901-1973, the White 
Australia Policy promoted the ‘ideal’ of a white Australia that excluded non-white 
Europeans and assumed the eventual eradication of the Indigenous population 
(Partington & McCudden, 1992). For non-Indigenous people, investment in a white 
Australia is exercised through a sense of belonging and ownership that are tied to the 
logic of citizenship and capital (Moreton-Robinson, 2003, 2008). In colonised 
societies including Australia, Indigenous histories are overwritten by ‘settler’ 
narratives of arrival, hardship and endurance that enable white possession to operate 
discursively to anchor and regulate investments in the ‘new’ nation state. In speaking 
about processes of white investment and possession, Moreton-Robinson (2008) 
describes whiteness: 
as something that can be possessed by subjects [that] must have ontological 
and epistemological anchors in order to function through power. As a means 
of controlling differently racialized populations enclosed within the borders 
of a given society, white subjects are disciplined, though to different degrees, 
to invest in the nation as a white possession ... (p. 86) 
The social construction of whiteness as a possession or form of ‘property’ (Harris, 
1993) has relied on interdependence between colonial possession and Indigenous 
dispossession. Through colonising processes, whiteness has been ratified and 
legitimated in law, policy and the collective conscience of European ‘settlers’. 
Whiteness, then, has become the “epistemological a priori” (Moreton-Robinson, 
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2004, p. 75) that shapes knowledge production and experience in Australia in 
racialised ways. White investment and possession continue to function through the 
denial of Indigenous sovereignty, although the sovereignty of Indigenous peoples in 
Australia has never been formally ceded (Chalmers, 2005; Osuri, 2009). The power 
of whiteness relies on the continual overwriting of Indigenous histories – a practice 
founded on the historical doctrine of terra nullius. As explained in Chapter 1, terra 
nullius is the basis of the rationalisation for invading Indigenous lands (Chalmers, 
2005). The legal fiction of terra nullius rendered the land uninhabited and available 
for colonisation. In Australia, colonisation began the process of investing in the 
nation as a white possession.  
For Indigenous peoples in Australia, whiteness has been marked and visible 
since colonisation. Indigenous peoples have direct personal knowledge about white 
dispositions, institutions and socio-political processes as a result of European contact 
and colonisation processes (Moreton-Robinson, 2004; Nicoll, 2007). As journalist 
Debra Jopson noted in 2000:  
Black explorations of whiteness began in the 1600s when William Dampier’s 
ships loomed off Australia’s west coast, and continued when Arthur Phillip 
and his pasty crew descended on the Gadigal people of Sydney Cove 212 
years ago. Their whiteness was not just in the skin, but in their intent to seize, 
stay and exploit. (p. 5) 
This shared history in Australia has shaped the development of both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous peoples’ cultures, experiences and life trajectories (Phillips, 2005, 
2012). Despite shared histories, the influence of Aboriginality on whiteness and 
white subject positions receives far less recognition from non-Indigenous authors 
than the impact of whiteness on self and ‘others’. There is limited recognition of how 
Indigenous peoples’ knowledges and experiences provide the foundation for western 
knowledge systems and subject positions (Moreton-Robinson, 2005, 2008; Phillips, 
2005, 2011). Much of the work quoted and produced in whiteness studies literature is 
attributed to white academics whose work relies on the conceptual binds of black-
white binaries (Moreton-Robinson, 2008). As explained earlier, these binaries work 
in the service of erasing Indigenous experiences in Australia and elsewhere. 
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The understanding that whiteness operates always in relation to Indigenous 
sovereignty complicates conceptualisations of whiteness as universal (Koerner & 
Haggis, 2011; Larbalestier, 2004; Nicoll, 2004, 2007; Robbins, 2010; Watson, 2010). 
Universality is a powerful feature of whiteness because of its propensity to be 
responsive and flexible to context. Uncoupling whiteness from conceptualisations of 
the universal takes conscious effort (Gunew, 2007). At a systemic level, 
acknowledging Indigenous sovereignty interrupts a colonial history of denial 
(Watson, 2007, 2010). At an individual level, it forces non-Indigenous people into an 
acknowledged relationship with Indigenous peoples and Aboriginal lands. Haggis 
(2004) speaks of the discomfort and necessity to own whiteness and, as a 
consequence, fall “out of perspective into the space of Indigenous sovereignty” (p. 
58). In this sense, Indigenous sovereignty becomes the starting point for 
deconstructing whiteness in its many forms.  
In Australia there has been a tendency to position Indigenous peoples, non-
white migrants and refugees, in proximity to whiteness, as a homogenous category of 
the non-white ‘other’ (Curthoys, 2000; Moreton-Robinson, 2003; Robbins, 2010). 
Positioned at the margins rather than at the centre, Indigenous groups, non-white 
migrants and refugees have been classified as a homogenous minority that is 
distanced from the category white. Applying racial labels to a homogenous ‘other’ 
reserves “extra value for whiteness” (Lipsitz, 2006, p. 3) at the centre. The racial 
diversity of the Australian population has meant that investments in whiteness have 
not related simply to black-white binaries. In the post-war period in particular, the 
situatedness of some migrants (e.g., Greek, Italian, Vietnamese) as different from 
other migrants (e.g., Irish, English, Scottish) showed a relation to whiteness as a 
legal power and status, and differences in proximity to British imperialism (Moreton-
Robinson, 2003). In relation to non-white migrants, whiteness enforces distance 
between ‘real’ whites and those not white enough (Hage, 1998; Lipsitz, 2006). 
Central to this process is the denial of any relation to Aboriginality, despite the 
category white emerging historically in relation to Indigenous peoples. Category 
boundaries are never fixed and the mutability of whiteness exercises membership and 
exclusion dependent on individuals, circumstances and context. Shaw (2007b) uses 
the example of how Indigenous peoples are rarely constructed as white in the 
Australian context. When this occurs, it is often used to denounce Aboriginal 
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identity, and by relation, perceived ‘economic benefits’ or ‘privileges’ (Shaw, 
2007b). This shows how whiteness as a category works to construct Indigenous 
peoples as undeserving, or abusing the system, in order to maintain that white 
privilege is not based on Indigenous disadvantage (Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). 
Positioning Indigenous peoples, non-white migrants and refugees at the margins 
enables the construction of these groups as ‘naturally inferior’ to white people who 
‘occupy’ the centre (Curthoys, 2000; Riggs & Augoustinos, 2004). 
Whiteness studies can reverse the academic tendency to focus on Aboriginal 
‘issues’ or ‘problems’ (Nicoll, 2004). However, unsettling whiteness does not always 
equate with decolonising strategies including the re-centring of Indigenous 
knowledges and scholarship (Fee & Russell, 2007). In this respect, whiteness studies 
literature and related educational practices have the potential to become a 
compensatory form of anti-racist work, based on notions of affirmative action and 
principles of anti-subordination, of whites. Gunew (2007) poses important questions 
for colonising contexts about what it might mean to reverse the universalist 
epistemological position of whiteness so it becomes possible to centre multiple 
perspectives. More specifically, what might it mean “to put Indigeneity in the 
universalist position as the defining condition of being human, at least provisionally” 
(Gunew, 2007, p. 143). These questions are important for non-Indigenous people in a 
colonising context. However, they cannot detract from the centring that occurs 
between and among Indigenous people through relationships with place and 
adherence to cultural protocols (Moreton-Robinson, 2003; Yunkaporta, 2009).  
Race remains a social fact in Australia despite the falsehood of biological or 
scientific validity. Mainstream education, media, books, advertising and films 
continue to represent whiteness as natural and standard, and by relation, 
Aboriginality as ‘deviant’ or ‘absent’ (Little, 2005). For many non-Indigenous 
people, there is limited or no understanding about the legal and discursive struggles 
that have shaped white and Aboriginal identities and how these continue to rely on 
each other for meaning (Fee & Russell, 2007). Many continue to imagine the history 
of Australia prior to British colonisation as terra nullius (Gilbert & Lennon, 2005). 
In coming to greater understanding, non-Indigenous people will benefit from 
working with the doubleness of whiteness, or how it is understood and 
operationalised from both Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives (Haggis, 
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2004). This involves understanding how white possession is incommensurable with 
Indigenous ontology, as well as the benefits of revealing the multiplicities of 
whiteness in relation to a colonising context. Working with whiteness from multiple 
perspectives allows for greater complicity and understanding about how whiteness 
operates only in relation to Indigenous sovereignty; how race and racism are 
continually negotiated, reproduced and resisted in local contexts; and what this 
means for different groups and their lived realities.  
Contextual examination of whiteness is critical to this study because it allows 
for investigation of the relationship between the research sites, participants 
(including myself) and Indigenous peoples. The research focus on embedding 
Indigenous perspectives adds complex layers to this relationship including educators’ 
attempts to invite the participation of Indigenous people within sites and against 
subjective positionings that exist because of colonisation. Contextual theorisations of 
whiteness provide a platform for deconstructing how whiteness functions as a pre-
condition (Ahmed, 2007a) and epistemological a priori (Moreton-Robinson, 2004) 
within the research sites. For example, examination of the geographical location and 
architectural design of the buildings in which the research took place provides insight 
into how whiteness operates as the ‘behind’ or the precondition for who occupies the 
research sites and what can take place within them (Chapter 5). Examination of the 
participants’ approaches to consultation with Indigenous people (Chapter 6), and the 
process and content of embedding Indigenous perspectives in urban childcare centres 
(Chapter 7), enables understanding about racialising practices that mediate 
educators’ work and how whiteness as a precondition enables racism to remain 
operational in ‘productive’ and ‘inclusive’ diversity work. In essence, the research 
questions trouble notions of ‘productivity’ in diversity work to consider how the 
inheritance and reproduction of whiteness orients the discursive practices and subject 
positions of educators in two urban childcare centres.  
In the section following, I discuss historical foundations of whiteness in 
education in Australia and use this as the basis for problematising the application of 
whiteness studies in early childhood education specifically. My intent is to ask 
questions about how whiteness studies are applied in early childhood education and 
how they might be used to describe more fully the ways whiteness and racism 
operate within and through diversity work.  
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3.3 Whiteness and education 
Education is a key cultural institution that has enacted the safeguarding and 
advancement of whiteness throughout Australian history (Coté, 2009; Hambel 
2005b, 2006). Through institutional racism, whiteness has chronically excluded, 
marginalised and forced the assimilation of non-white groups in Australian education 
systems, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. In a comparative 
analysis of the historical role of education in colonial contexts, Coté (2009) identifies 
that maintaining whiteness in ‘settler’ societies rested largely on forthcoming 
generations. Historically in Australia, education presented a resolution for 
safeguarding whiteness and furthered political and economic registers associated 
with colonisation and ‘civilisation’ processes. In this sense, the civilisation of 
whiteness through education was tied with a possessive investment in the ‘new 
nation’ that could reflect the nature of European society as civil and advanced (Coté, 
2009).  
Whiteness has manifested in more covert ways in Australian educational 
institutions in recent times and remains prevalent in governance, policies, curricula, 
employment and professional development (Davis, 2005; Fredericks, 2009b; 
Gunstone, 2009). Exclusionary and assimilationist policies that enabled overt forms 
of whiteness have shifted to more covert constructions (Hambel, 2005a, 2005b, 
2006). These include cultural responsiveness or cultural competence framed 
approaches to educational practice. Identifying covert forms of whiteness in 
education requires particular attention in diversity work. Diversity work is sometimes 
constructed as the antithesis to whiteness and racism. It can be constructed as 
productive work because it is not usually mundane, naturalised practice in 
mainstream early childhood institutions. However, diversity work can translate “to 
changing perceptions about whiteness, rather than changing the whiteness of 
organizations” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 118). In this study, I focus on whiteness in diversity 
work to describe more fully the ways racism operates in ‘productive’ and ‘inclusive’ 
practices in early childhood education. I attend to Ahmed’s (2007a) concerns about 
the ways diversity work and anti-racist goals become “technologies of concealment” 
(p. 164) that can displace whiteness and racism from public view in educational sites.  
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In the past two decades, educational research challenging whiteness has 
tended to focus on individual responses to learning about one’s racial identity; 
usually in tertiary contexts (for examples see Aveling, 2006; Hatchell, 2004; 
Haviland, 2008; Manglitz, Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2005; Nicoll 2004). In the few 
studies that have engaged early childhood educators (as is the case in this study) as 
opposed to pre-service teachers in investigations of white identity constructions, 
researchers have focussed on the extent to which individuals acknowledge a 
dominant white status (for examples see Henze, Lucas & Scott, 1998; Jacobson, 
2000; Lawrence & Tatum, 2004; Raible & Irizarry, 2007; Skattebol, 2003). A key 
implication of this has been a focus on self-awareness rather than social change. 
Research on whiteness has not addressed how individuals build capacity to disrupt 
existing networks of power in the contexts in which they work. More recently, 
institutional forms of racism have been addressed in research by Fredericks (2009b) 
and Gunstone (2009) that considers the relation between whiteness and the 
experiences of Indigenous academics and students in the university sector. In 
Chapter 5, I employ a process of re-reading the research sites to focus on institutional 
forms of whiteness through an architectural and geographical lens. 
3.3.1 Whiteness scholarship in early childhood education 
The uptake of whiteness scholarship in early childhood education has focussed 
predominantly on autobiographical narratives. These narratives recount white 
educators’ stories of ‘becoming aware’ or ‘unmasking’ their whiteness, as well as the 
perspectives of educators from multicultural ethnicities who examine their own 
standpoint in relation to whiteness in colonising contexts. Constructions of whiteness 
in children’s lives have also provided a focus for research, although to a lesser 
degree. Identity narratives by Davis (2009), Cruz (2009), Srinivasan (2009), 
Atkinson, Cruz, Srinivasan, Davis and MacNaughton (2009) and Giugni, Bown, 
Martin and Pappas (2010) are examples of recent Australian scholarship focussed 
primarily on individual awareness, although, importantly, often in relation to 
Indigenous sovereignty. Narratives focussed on developing awareness of ‘being 
white’ have cemented a place in whiteness scholarship for early childhood educators, 
but such narratives do not articulate a politics of change in the broader field. As 
Hytten and Adkins (2001) suggest, the potential for new dispositions is significant, 
but actualising new ways of thinking in practice is challenging. While ideas about 
94 
94 Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 
becoming aware of one’s whiteness are creditable, the broad effects of resulting 
practices are reductive in terms of achieving substantive outcomes. In this respect, 
educational praxis becomes problematic because of a reliance on the reasonableness 
of whites (in becoming aware) rather than multiple possibilities for change (Daniels, 
1997; Ryden & Marshall, 2012).  
Autobiographical stories of ‘unmasking’ one’s whiteness have potential to 
become part of what Ahmed (2007a) refers to as narratives of ‘good’ practice. These 
narratives are bound by institutional desires to hear “happy stories of diversity rather 
than unhappy stories of racism” (Ahmed, 2007a, p. 164). Happy stories of diversity 
make it possible to build and maintain a sense of ongoing action in the early 
childhood field in terms of ‘moving away’ from racism and racist practices. In 
identity work, the idea of educators ‘moving away’ from racism only becomes 
possible because racism is substituted with race. Fields (2001) explains: 
As an organizing concept, whiteness rests on insecure theoretical ground – 
specifically, the notions of identity and agency. It replaces racism with race 
and equates race with racial identity... race is a homier and more tractable 
notion than racism... and because race denotes a state of mind, feeling or 
being, rather than a program or pattern of action, it radiates a semantic and 
grammatical ambiguity that helps restore an appearance of symmetry. (p. 48) 
 
Here, Fields (2001) draws attention to limitations of personal/relational theories of 
whiteness that locate identity as the core substance of race, as prevalent in the 
application of whiteness studies in early childhood education. The idea that identity 
is the core substance of race suggests that racism originates in individuals and 
subjective positions and not from historical conditions and related institutional 
practices (Ahmed, 2012; McWhorter, 2005). The issue, then, is that racism continues 
to “function quite well in the absence of any identifiable racists” (McWhorter, 2005, 
p. 536). Further to this, dialogue about identity and whiteness can be constructed as 
anti-racist practice within itself, rather than what prepares educators for (anti)racism 
(Gorski, 2012). Identity work is a useful starting point for anti-racist work, but 
should not detract from broader goals including institutional change and social 
action.  
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Dialogue about how whiteness operates requires balance between individual 
and institutional positions. A focus on institutional whiteness expands understanding 
of how diversity work can confirm the whiteness of what is already in place as well 
as who is already in place in institutional spaces (Ahmed, 2012). This allows for 
examination of how whiteness and racism inevitably exist in organisations through 
proximity to particular practices and bodies (Ahmed, 2006). In this study, I ask how 
inevitable racism was spoken and silenced in my input as researcher/participant and 
the practices of educators undertaking diversity work. I also question how culture 
and diversity as viewing points – or a way of picturing the research – resulted in 
racism remaining unseen. 
Another construct of interest is Ahmed’s (2007b) theorising about a “new 
politics of documentation” (p. 590). This notion relates to how documentation of 
diversity and equality becomes measures of institutional performance. Ahmed 
(2007b) suggests that: 
Rather than assuming such documents do what they say ... we need to follow 
documents around, examining how they get taken up ... the politics of 
documentation takes documents as ‘things’ that circulate alongside other 
things within institutions, which in turn shapes the boundaries or edges of 
organizations. (pp. 590-591) 
In this quote, Ahmed (2007b) is referring to the power of documents to be 
institutional indicators of ‘good’ intentions and actions. Such indicators can be read 
and interpreted as positive affirmations through institutional documents, without the 
need to provide evidence of how they are actioned in practice. In this study, a key 
method of data collection was communal journals that enabled the documentation of 
the action research process. Through these journals, the participants and I projected a 
commitment to diversity work and provided evidence to stakeholders that the work 
‘was done’. The journals showed signs of productivity and a description of the 
settings as diverse, as opposed to wholly mainstream or white. Ahmed (2007b) 
explains that such documentation can work to conceal forms of racism. ‘Good 
documentation’ can halt further action, insofar as the document gets taken up as 
evidence of productivity (Ahmed, 2007b). Retrospectively following the 
documentation of the Cultural Project ‘around’ enables insight into gaps between 
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what was constructed as the performance of ‘productive’ and ‘inclusive’ diversity 
work and what was actually performed. 
The above example aligns with Ahmed’s (2004) earlier work on the non-
performativity of anti-racism. Taking non-performativity into account, it is plausible 
that many non-Indigenous childcare centres in Australia operate under a state of 
pretence. Attitudes, values and practices aligned with an anti-racist stance are 
projected in centre-level documents, yet centres do little to assist educators in critical 
inquiry, or assist individuals and groups to accrue social capital and gain leverage in 
power/ knowledge relations within classroom and operational procedures (Lane, 
2008). Lane (2008) speaks of pretence as a ‘feeling’ that racism is addressed 
automatically as a basic part of one’s profession and is therefore unnecessary to be 
spelt out through specific actions and practices. From an institutional standpoint, 
such inaction may not be viewed as an act of racism. This is because, like the mere 
confession of whiteness, the intent to be anti-racist is projected on a collective, 
institutional level. Further to this, acts of institutional racism are posited generally as 
overt forms of racism rather than forms of inaction. This discourse is problematic 
because the reproduction of norms – everyday forms of racism – is seldom 
recognised as racist acts in institutions that are historically, socially and politically 
shaped on white terms.  
Making whiteness visible in this research is both constructive and 
problematic. Understanding the ways whiteness operates promotes ongoing dialogue 
about how racism is yet to be fully described in diversity work in early childhood 
education. What becomes visible and how it is understood can be problematic when 
theorising about how whiteness is undertaken by a white researcher. In this final 
section, I address issues of researcher positionality and discuss how “reflexive 
antiracism” (Kowal, Franklin & Paradies, 2011, p. 133) provides a theoretical 
framing for holding together anti-racism and racism in self-reflexive analysis of 
diversity work. 
3.3.2 White researcher, white subject 
Deconstructing whiteness can only ever be partial when undertaken by white 
researchers (Durie, 2004; Ryden & Marshall, 2012). This is because intellectual 
engagement is not akin to experiencing whiteness and racism as a situated knower 
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(Moreton-Robinson, 2003). The study of whiteness is potentially distorting because 
everyday commentary and practices I consider usual or even unworthy of comment 
may be unusual and disturbing to others. This problematic is not easily resolved in 
research and remains part of the discomfort in writing about whiteness. As Durie 
(2004) asserts, it is important to continuously trouble the positioning of the white 
subject as researcher, and whiteness as the subject of investigation.  
In speaking of researcher positionality, Milner (2007) refers to “dangers seen, 
unseen, and unforeseen” (p. 388) when careful attention is not given to a researcher’s 
own cultural and racialised systems of coming to know, knowing and experiencing 
research. Milner (2007) proposes a four-tiered framework that engages the researcher 
in researching self; researching self in relation to others; engaged reflection; and 
contextualising self and others in relation to historical, political and social realities. 
The first and second tiers relate to researcher positionality and the multiple roles, 
identities and positions that researchers and participants bring to the research 
process. In Chapter 5, researcher positionality is addressed through a retrospective 
reading of the research sites, both in terms of relations to/with physical and 
geographical spaces and the shared social location of the researcher and participants. 
The third tier relates to collaborative reflection in which the researcher and 
participants engage in ongoing discussion that has issues of race, culture and racism 
at the core (Milner, 2007). Ongoing discussion about issues of race, culture and 
racism occurred throughout the Cultural Project, although to different degrees, as 
evident in transcript extracts presented in Chapters 6 and 7. The fourth tier has 
facility to attend to situated whiteness and the importance of locating issues with race 
and racism in the broader local context, beyond the individualised or personal level. 
This analytical layer is evident in Chapter 5 where I draw from whiteness studies in 
the fields of architecture and education to consider how whiteness and racism 
operated as a precondition within the research sites due to the location and 
architecture of the buildings and resulting institutional practices. While dangers seen, 
unseen and unforeseen remain in the deconstruction and re-telling of research, 
researcher reflexivity within the analysis contributes to a more principled 
representation of what occurred. It allows for retrospective analysis of the nuances of 
thinking and actions that go unnoticed during the research. 
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Troubling the position of the white subject as researcher involves articulation 
of one’s epistemological ties to whiteness, both in situated and universal terms. 
Situated theories of whiteness force particularism in terms of understanding how I 
invest in and resist whiteness as a non-Indigenous Australian and how both are tied 
to processes of colonisation and the dispossession of Indigenous peoples. By 
engaging directly with Aboriginality rather than a universal position of whiteness, it 
becomes possible to question the ways I have been racialised and have racialised 
others within the local context. Particularism does not divest whiteness of it universal 
features (Wiegman, 1999), but it does allow for reflection on how whiteness is 
politically strategic and becomes normal and desirable in relation to local custom. 
While writing about whiteness lends itself to projecting non-racist credentials 
(Sommers & Norton, 2006), it does not necessarily “dislodge the colonising logics of 
knowledge production” (Haggis, 2004, para 3).  
Reflexivity has characterised work with whiteness, particularly given the 
uptake of personal/relational theories focussed on identity constructions (Steyn & 
Conway, 2010). Kowal et al. (2011) propose “reflexive antiracism” (p. 133) as a 
novel approach to reflexivity focused on racialisation. Reflexive antiracism 
acknowledges the ambiguities of anti-racist practice and does not position racism and 
anti-racism as exclusive opposites (Kowal et al., 2011). Ambiguity is of value to this 
study given my intent to problematise ‘productive’ and ‘inclusive’ diversity work 
and my position as white researcher. Reflexive anti-racism allows for valid 
arguments about both the benefits and cautions of white research on diversity work 
and promotes the idea that a definitive judgement about power differentials in speech 
and actions may not always be possible. There is recognition that, in some instances, 
“it is arguable whether an act is racist or anti-racist” (Kowal et al., 2009, p. 142). 
This means that despite good intentions and sometimes positive outcomes, thinking 
and actions can replicate rather than reduce the impact of whiteness and racism in 
various forms. 
 This chapter has outlined whiteness studies as the theoretical underpinning of 
this study. In the analysis chapters (Chapters 5, 6 and 7), whiteness theories are 
employed to re-read the research sites, discursive processes and subjective positions 
in ‘productive’ and ‘inclusive’ diversity work in two urban childcare centres. 
Reflexive antiracism is employed as part of the analysis to unsettle a focus on white 
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researcher and white subject. The following chapter outlines the methodological 
approach employed in this research. Action research is explained as both a 
methodology and valid approach to sustained, contextualised professional 
development. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
In this chapter, the rationale for action research as an approach to professional 
development and as a research methodology suited to facilitated, collaborative 
inquiry in early childhood centres is explained. The chapter begins with a discussion 
about the ‘Cultural Project’ (Section 4.1) to show how action research was applied 
and taken up by participants in two urban long day care centres. Relationships 
between action research and whiteness studies are then explored to consider issues 
surrounding relational accountability and contextual inquiry. Section 4.2 outlines 
underlying principles of action research and the shifting role of the outsider-
researcher. Descriptions of key data collection procedures used in the research are 
provided in Section 4.3. These include details of participants, the recruitment process 
and financial assistance for participating centres. An overview of data collection 
methods follows in Section 4.4. Four key aspects of data analysis relevant to this 
study are explained in Section 4.5, with comments about trustworthiness, rigour and 
reflexivity presented in Section 4.6. Section 4.7 outlines the ethical procedures 
adopted. 
4.1 The ‘Cultural Project’ 
The application of action research in two urban long day care centres culminated in 
the participant-named Cultural Project. As outsider-researcher, I initiated an action 
research project based loosely around themes of culture and diversity in two research 
sites. These themes attend to my teaching and research interests in culturally 
responsive education and care, and are an extension of previous work about 
constructions of culture and diversity in national early childhood policy (see Miller, 
2006). In this earlier work, I identified that early childhood educators are positioned 
as being responsible for critical, self-reflexive practices in relation to issues of 
culture and diversity in national accreditation guidelines (National Childcare 
Accreditation Council (NCAC), 2005). This positioning is compounded by a lack of 
institutional support and sustained professional development opportunities. 
Participants investigated a range of topics they related to culture and diversity 
in individual, small group and whole group action research projects. These projects 
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were designed as targeted and sustained professional development opportunities. 
Figure 4.1 outlines the range of topics participants from both research sites (Centre A 
and Centre B) attached to broad themes of culture and diversity. Titles for each 
project were chosen by participants. The topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
is highlighted (in red) to illustrate that it was the only topic investigated across both 
participating centres. At Centre A, embedding Indigenous perspectives was a topic 
suggested by participants from the outset of the Cultural Project. At Centre B, this 
topic was conflated with “multiculturalism”, as explored in Chapter 7. Detail of the 
types of activity occurring in action research cycles focussed on embedding 








Figure 4.1. The Cultural Project. 
 
Indigenous perspectives (more recently framed as Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander knowledges) have a history of being excluded or marginalised in 
educational settings dependent on broader socio-political agendas (Craven, 1999; 
Hambel, 2005b, 2006). As outsider-researcher, I risked contributing to the 
marginalisation of this topic by introducing broad themes of culture and diversity, 
rather than specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander topics for investigation. I 
had a vested interest in the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives given my 
role as a university tutor in an Indigenous studies unit and my commitment to 
ongoing learning in this area. However, I chose to introduce broader themes of 
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development activities. Choice in research processes enables participants to feel 
some sense of ownership of the research project (Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998). A 
sense of ownership is particularly important for participants who take on action 
research studies that are initiated by outsider-researchers (Bello, 2006; Wicks & 
Reason, 2009). To promote greater acceptance of the research and my eventual 
presence in the research site (Bello, 2006), some openness to what could be 
investigated within imposed themes of culture and diversity was necessary. 
Participant interest in the topic of Indigenous perspectives indicates a willingness to 
counter the exclusion or marginalisation of this work in educational curricula. 
This thesis reports the activities of participants who chose to research the 
topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives. The work of all participants is of value 
and I note here that learning across topics has been shared collaboratively through 
publication (i.e., Devereaux & Miller (submitted); Miller, Knowles & Grieshaber, 
2011) and presentation avenues (e.g., Workforce Council State-wide Gathering, 
February 20, 2009 – joint presentation with Tanya2, Leslie, Jenny and Vicky from 
Centre A). I attribute the decision to focus on the topic of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in this thesis to the following: 
 participants across both participating centres investigated the topic of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives;  
 attempts to embed Indigenous perspectives occurred across multiple system 
levels (i.e., from classroom practice to policy development to community 
outreach); 
 participants’ work in this area was multifaceted and included a focus on self-
analysis as well as classroom practices and relations with others; 
 the data informs my teaching and learning in the university sector;  
 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ways of knowing and being are outlined 
as a key feature of diversity work within the Framework (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2009); and 
 the data contributes to a small research base in relation to childcare educators’ 
attempts to embed Indigenous perspectives in their daily work. 
                                                 
 
2
 Pseudonyms have been used to ensure confidentiality 
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4.1.1 Action research and whiteness studies 
Action research methodologies and whiteness studies share a core premise of 
challenging and unsettling thinking and practices viewed ‘natural’ or ‘normal’. As 
whiteness studies enable insight into racialising processes that are otherwise invisible 
or misread (Frankenberg, 1993), they can contribute to action research grounded in 
emancipatory intentions. Whiteness studies align with the political and social goals 
of action research to engage people in critical inquiry about connections between 
everyday relationships, institutional practices and structures, and broader social 
processes, usually with the intent to produce change (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; 
Kemmis, 2010). The combination of whiteness theory and action research, in this 
case attended to both in the course of the Cultural Project and following, supports 
relational accountability. This involves action researchers asking questions about 
their relationship to place, or what Reedy and Goff (2011) refer to as “relationship to 
landscape” (p.129). Relational accountability is sometimes waylaid in action research 
processes by questions of procedural rather than relational integrity (Noffke, 1994, 
2005). Focussing on the procedural cycles of action research and, more specifically, 
outcomes, can result in making context invisible. This produces a “laissez-faire 
attitude about the significance of context in action research” (Esposito & Evans-
Winters, 2007, p. 224), which presents a conceptual challenge in terms of what is 
attended to in the research process. Action-taking is reduced to a focus on curriculum 
delivery, rather than a focus on relations between curriculum, participants’ 
epistemologies, and larger social forces including whiteness, race and racism 
(Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2007).  
 When clear analysis of racialising processes is not defined throughout the 
research process, particularly in research on diversity work, then diversity and action 
research can become cooptive rather than emancipatory or even transformational 
(Noffke, 2005; Noffke, Clarke, Palmeri-Santiago, Sadler & Shujaa, 1996). A 
cooptive relationship between diversity and action research takes many forms, 
including attention to immediately recognisable outcomes (e.g., critiquing or 
purchasing resources of a cultural nature). These may then be constructed as the only 
‘productive’ forms of diversity work. Changes to curriculum and participant attitudes 
are seen as measures of ‘good’ practice, but may conceal continuing racialising 
processes that are present, whether named or not. Whiteness studies and other critical 
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theories are central to action research focussed on diversity work because they enable 
insights into the reproduction of racialising processes including whiteness and racism 
during the research process (Foldy, 2005; Frisby, Maguire & Reid, 2009). They also 
provide tools for retrospective analyses of tensions between ‘inclusivity’ and 
‘productivity’, and the cooptive nature of diversity and action research. Chapter 5 
presents a retrospective reading of such tensions through whiteness theories and 
related critiques.  
 Research that is action orientated can offset claims that theories are esoteric 
and detached from the everyday work of practitioners (Frisby et al., 2009) – an issue 
relevant to vocationally-defined workplaces including childcare (Wheelahan, 2011). 
Action research facilitates theory-building because it creates conditions for a shared 
communicative space (Carr & Kemmis, 1986) in which practice and theory-related 
issues including whiteness, race and racism can become “discussable” (Foldy, 2005, 
p. 33). Conditions created by an action research methodology establish a means and 
context for exploring issues that would not usually ‘surface’ in the everyday 
conversations and professional lives of participants. Foldy (2005) suggests that issues 
including whiteness and racism can only be addressed when they become 
“discussable” within a mainstream participant group. Action research, then, becomes 
a vehicle for exploring such issues because conditions including time, facilitation and 
concentrated inquiry create space and possibilities for new ways of thinking and 
working (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). Over time, participants’ knowledge, thinking and 
questions can be linked with relevant theoretical frameworks to allow theory to feed 
back into action-taking for improved practices and broader level change (Frisby et 
al., 2009).  
 As the relationship between theories and local knowledge is of consequence 
to particular groups, it is important to question which aspects and articulations of 
theories are being applied to local knowledge. The pertinence of this question for the 
field of whiteness studies was shown in Chapter 3 in relation to circumstances in the 
Australian context. In colonising contexts including Australia, universal applications 
of whiteness theories do not support understanding about relational accountability 
between non-Indigenous and Indigenous groups. When whiteness theories are 
applied from a limited contextual positioning, the experiences of Indigenous peoples 
can be erased and the relationship of Indigenous peoples to land and place 
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unrecognised (Gunew, 2007; Lawrence & Dua, 2005; Moreton-Robinson, 2008). For 
this reason, it is necessary to examine further how whiteness theories are taken up 
and applied in action research in different contexts. I examine this thread in the 
reflexivity section of this chapter (Section 4.6.2) to highlight issues with explorations 
of whiteness studies in an all-white participant group. In the section following, I 
focus on principles of action research and the shifting role of the outsider-researcher 
in facilitated action research projects. 
4.2 Principles of action research 
Action research methodologies have been described variously depending on their 
purpose and context. A characteristic common to all action research methodologies is 
the use of self-reflective cycles of questioning, gathering data, reflection and 
deciding on a course of action. These processes are action-oriented to promote 
learning from experience (Stringer, 2008). Rather than being procedural, action 
research cycles are recursive, interwoven and overlapping. This enables participants 
to learn from their experiences, revise directions and priorities for their research, and 
introduce changes repeatedly throughout their project (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2003; 
Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998; McTaggart, 1991).  
A working definition of action research applied across most studies describes 
the participation of a workgroup within an organisation or community in systematic 
cycles of observing, planning, acting and reflecting to produce change (Zuber-
Skerritt & Perry, 2002). More traditional action research designs, sometimes referred 
to as action learning, involve individual educators identifying and researching 
problems to improve their practice and enhance student learning (Johnson, 2005; 
Stringer, 1999, 2007). In comparison to action learning, action research studies 
attend more to group dynamics and may involve a range of participants both within 
and external to a research site. Participants may include outsider-researchers, 
practitioners, consultants, administrators, community members, allied professionals 
and so forth. Where outsider-researchers are involved, their role is to “actively 
participate[s] with others in the critical exploration of complex and dynamic issues” 
(Bawden, 1991, p. 40) that are relevant to participants and their physical and socio-
political environments. The researcher is unavoidably a part of the social system 
under investigation (Zuber-Skerritt & Perry, 2002). 
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This study aligns with facilitated action research methodologies focussed on 
collaborative participation between an outsider-researcher and participants within a 
research site. Facilitated models of action research attract a broad array of labels and 
descriptions including co-operative/collaborative (McArdle, 2002; Reason, 1994; 
Wells, 2009), community (Senge & Scharmer, 2006), networked (Day & Townsend, 
2009), partnership (Archer & Whitaker, 1994; Grundy, 1998) and outsider-initiated 
(Bello, 2006; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Henry & Kemmis, 1985). Facilitated models of 
action research invite collaborative rather than individualistic forms of inquiry, with 
the researcher working alongside participants from one or more educational sites. 
Knowledge production occurs at an interface of collaboration, with the researcher, 
participants and, at times, others sharing agency in the research process to produce 
change (Butler et al., 2004; Stringer, 2007; Wadsworth, 2006). There is agreement 
between researchers and participants to work collaboratively to produce change, 
although shared agency cannot account for some changes being viewed as 
impositions (McTaggart, 1991). When investigations of practice allow for 
connections between professional and personal experiences, individuals and groups 
may demonstrate or experience a range of responses including vulnerability, 
connectivity, detachment and resistance (Zembylas, 2002). These emotional aspects 
of teaching are central to change processes that may prove difficult for some 
participants. 
In classrooms and elsewhere, the application of action research attends to 
common technical features (cycles of questioning, gathering data, reflection and 
deciding on a course of action) that differentiate this form of research from other 
research methodologies. Conceptual differentiation across the broad range of action 
research methodologies applied in research is more difficult to achieve. To a large 
extent, a unifying concept of various forms of action research is aspiration (Brydon-
Miller, 2008), translated generally in practice as an ethical or moral commitment to 
an agreed purpose and course of action aimed at change. This study draws on this 
unifying concept to emphasise the aspiration for non-Indigenous educators to take 
responsibility for examining and transforming practices related to embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in sustained and deep ways. Conditions for achieving this 
course of action are drawn from Carr and Kemmis’s (1986, 2009) notion of 
emancipatory action research in which a shared communicative space becomes the 
108 
108 Chapter 4: Methodology 
 
presupposition or motivation for collective critique and action. Within this space, 
educators and the researcher participate, take action and collaboratively inquire into 
their own practices, their understandings of these practices, and the conditions 
(historical, social, political and economic) in which these practices are applied. A 
personal commitment to collective and political action is assumed (Carr & Kemmis, 
1986, 2009; Land, 2011; McTaggart, 1991). Conditions for a shared communicative 
space were created in this study by employing action research as an approach to 
professional development. Sustained, deep communication about practices to do with 
embedding Indigenous perspectives became the ‘everyday’ work of participants in 
two urban long day care centres. 
4.2.1 The role of the outsider-researcher 
In facilitated, collaborative action research methodologies, researchers adopt several 
roles, often in combination. These roles may include initiator of the research, key 
resource person, active listener, mentor, and trainer to participants (MacKewn, 2008; 
Mills, 2003, 2011; Stringer, 2007; Wadsworth, 2006). As facilitators, researchers are 
themselves learners and should attend to their own metacognitive learning during and 
following the research process (Heron, 1992; MacKewn, 2008). As the catalyst and 
leader of the project, the outside researcher must work to create potential for shared 
leadership throughout the course of the project to sustain participant interest and 
promote deep inquiry (Milofsky, 2006).  
The role of the outsider-researcher shifts depending on the type of action 
research employed. Carr and Kemmis (1986) outline several differences in the 
facilitation role when researchers are engaged in technical, practical or emancipatory 
types of action research. These differences are outlined in Table 4.1, along with the 
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Table 4.1 Types of Action Research and the Facilitation Role 
Types of action 
research 
Facilitation role Relationship between the 
facilitator and participants 
  
Technical Outside ‘expert’ 
 
Co-option of practitioners who 
depend on facilitator 
 




Emancipatory Active learner and participant – 
responsibilities for the research 
are shared equally by all 
participants  
 
Collaboration aimed at 
symmetrical communication 
Adapted from Carr & Kemmis (1986) 
In emancipatory action research, the relationship between facilitator and participants 
is more collaborative, with all participants sharing responsibility for the research 
(Carr & Kemmis, 1986). The aim of emancipatory action research shifts from a focus 
on efficiency in professional practice, as seen in technical and practical types of 
action research, to emancipation in the form of critique and resistance to systemic 
processes that dictate tradition, coerce and enable self-deception. Ideally, 
emancipation results in action that transforms the organisation and its systems (Carr 
& Kemmis, 1986; Zuber-Skerritt & Perry, 2002). In technical and practical types of 
action research, professional learning and consciousness does not extend beyond the 
individual to include the historical, social and political circumstances that shape 
institutions in which practitioners operate. 
It can be difficult to understand one’s work in new ways when traditional or 
everyday practices are instilled as commonsense (Fleer et al., 2005). For this reason, 
there was deliberate intent in this study to incorporate interposals as part of the 
facilitation role. Interposals took the form of remarks, questions, theories and 
resources that provoked participants to think critically about their professional 
practice, as well as the influence of their cultural positioning on their thinking and 
approaches to their work (see Figure 4.2). This was to encourage deeper learning and 
promote shifts in thinking and practices. My aim was to provoke participants to 
adopt a critical stance when evaluating their daily work. As Fleer et al. (2005) 
explain, adopting a critical stance can be a difficult undertaking for some educators 
when their everyday practices are seen to be appropriate and common to their 
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profession. Interposals may therefore be required to provoke conceptual work that 
participants may not see a need for or undertake of their own accord.  
In the action research cycles, I made a point of differentiating between 
interposing and mentoring in the facilitation role. As mentor, I positioned myself 
deliberately alongside participants in a non-threatening manner, encouraging and 
supporting them to articulate and share their thinking and practices in the research 
process (Heron, 1992; MacKewn, 2008). As interposer, I positioned myself 
deliberately between a participant’s beliefs and practices and different ways of 
knowing, often in a manner that provoked and challenged. Interposing carried the 
intent to disrupt thinking and practices that had become commonsense or 
commonplace in participants’ work. In this respect, support and accountability 
(Chubbuck, Clift, Allard & Quinlan, 2001) were employed to create the potential for 
change. As Chubbuck et al. (2001) state, “a degree of scrutiny, honesty and 
accountability” (p. 330) are rare in pedagogic interactions in the teaching profession. 
Change in thinking and teaching practice necessitates both support and 
accountability. These shifting positions (mentor and interposer) draw from 
characteristics of all three facilitator/participant relationships listed in Table 4.1.  
Alongside roles of mentor and interposer, I undertook the roles of resource 
person, trainer and active listener. The role of key resource person involved 
providing access to materials not always available to educators in childcare settings 
(i.e., journal and professional articles, textbooks). In the role of trainer, I could teach 
the participants directly about research practices such as writing interview questions 
and undertaking data analysis. As an active listener, I suspended judgement to listen 
to what participants were saying and followed through on our discussions at later 
times. Shifts in and out of these roles were common. At times, when the participants 
were actively inquiring of their own accord, my overarching role as facilitator needed 
“only lightly to hold the shape of the emergent design” (Wadsworth, 2006, p. 323). 
Wadsworth (2006) uses these words to describe facilitated action research projects 
that have “take[n] off” (p. 323). As addressed in the reflexivity section (Section 
4.6.2), the relationship between facilitator and participants did not remain static 
throughout the research. Both the participants and I employed and were influenced 
by particular relationship characteristics (co-option, co-operation and collaboration) 
at different times during the research. 
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4.2.2 Action research as professional development 
Action research is an effective form of professional development because it can 
become an educational process for those involved (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Kemmis, 
1999; Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998). As a method for research, action research 
constitutes a medium for learning that can be “crafted for and with teachers, rather 
than something to be done to them” (Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004, p. 267). In this 
respect, action research methodologies enable educators to invest in professional 
development aimed at producing change in their practices. As discussed in Chapter 
1, traditional models of professional development have been criticised for top-down 
decision-making processes, off-site program delivery, and a lack of program 
ownership among participants (Albrecht & Engel, 2007; Bredeson, 2003; Craft, 
2000; Diaz-Maggioli, 2004; Friedman, 2004; Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004; 
Lieberman & Miller, 2011). Features of action research contrast with traditional 
models of professional development because of the importance attached to 
collaborative inquiry, context, and an educator-centred focus on professional and 
personal growth.  
The general aspirational premise of action research makes space for a focus 
on responsibility or ethical commitment, or what Bredeson (2003) refers to as a 
moral purpose in professional development activities. Bredeson (2003) speaks of 
moral purpose as a vital extension to traditional boundaries of professional practice. 
Using the term “inward journey”, Bredeson (2003, p. 144) advocates for professional 
development discourses that promote understanding about connections between life, 
work and learning, which go beyond the development of traditional work related 
techniques and outcomes. Within this discourse, opportunity and risk-taking provide 
conditions for educators to build connections between beliefs and actions in their 
professional and personal lives (Bredeson, 2003; Palmer, 1993, 1998). Educators 
develop a professional and personal rationale for their work, grounding efforts for 
more ethical practices in their everyday actions as professionals and people 
(Bredeson, 2003).  
A whole-setting approach (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004) was encouraged in 
this study to achieve broad level participation across the two centres and to evaluate 
the effectiveness of action research as a form of professional development for 
childcare educators regardless of qualification, role, tenure or experience. A whole-
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setting approach creates potential for all participants to demonstrate leadership in the 
research process because criteria that limit access and participation to some 
participants are not applied (Ferreira, Ryan & Tilbury, 2006). It also emphasises the 
importance of embedding change that has resulted from cycles of observation, 
reflection and action within a range of components of a system so “there is less 
structural resistance to the innovation” (Ferreira et al., 2006, p. 68). In long day care 
settings, change can be embedded in multiple systems ranging from classroom 
practice to policy, and from operational procedures to community outreach. 
Figure 4.2 draws together the discussion thus far to show examples of events 
that occurred in action research cycles focussed on embedding Indigenous 
perspectives at Centre A. Action research was employed as a targeted, sustained 
approach to professional development for participants in two long day care centres. 
The diagram shows the unfolding process of action research and how recursive 
cycles of questioning, gathering data, reflection and deciding on a course of action 
(Stringer, 2008) led to change at multiple levels. Evaluations and changes to 
practices at the curriculum and policy levels, and attempts to connect with members 
of the local community are highlighted to illustrate a whole-setting approach 
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2004) to embedding Indigenous perspectives. Examples of 
interposals are included to indicate how, as outsider-researcher, I provoked further 
thinking through the use of remarks, questions, theories and resources. While Figure 
4.2 shows examples of the breadth of participants’ investigations, it is important to 
note that “the complexity of an unfolding group process will always exceed what can 
be said about it” (Wicks & Reason, 2009, p. 248). It is not possible to capture all of 
the intricacies (including gaps and silences) of action research cycles in 
diagrammatic form, although Figure 4.2 illustrates how technical features of action 
research were attended to, and how participants worked towards more culturally 
appropriate practices.  
Participant details, data collection methods and the approach to analysis are 
outlined in the remainder of the chapter, in Sections 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5 respectively. 
Section 4.6 attends to trustworthiness, rigour and reflexivity, and Section 4.7 outlines 
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4.3 Participants 
The participant group comprised 22 early childhood educators from two childcare 
centres (Centres A and B) located in an urban area of Queensland, Australia. Centre 
A is a non-profit community based long day care centre, established in 1962. The 
centre caters for up to 60 children, aged birth to five years. A committee of elected 
parents oversees the management of the centre. Centre B is a for-profit, privately 
owned long day care centre. It was established in 1997 and has been operated by a 
childcare ‘chain’ since 2006. Centre B caters for up to 60 children aged birth to five 
years. Across both centres, a total of 22 from a possible 27 individuals participated in 
the study. At Centre A, 11 of 15 staff members participated, and at Centre B, 11 of 
12 staff members participated. The non-participation of five educators was attributed 
to workloads associated with existing study commitments to attain diploma and 
certificate level qualifications. In line with a whole-centre approach to action 
research, the majority of staff employed at both centres participated in the study and 
participants’ professional roles were varied. In whole-centre action research models, 
educators can choose to participate in the research regardless of their professional 
role, tenure, qualification or experience (Ferreira et al., 2006). Accordingly, the 
professional roles of participants in this study included the cook, float staff, childcare 
assistants, group leaders, and directors. Participants were employed on a full-time, 
permanent part-time or casual basis.  
The activities of participants who were involved directly in research on the 
topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives are the focus of this thesis. This includes 
12 participants in total: four from Centre A and eight from Centre B. At the 
commencement of the Cultural Project, each of these 12 participants expressed 
interest in, and chose to undertake, small-group action research projects on 
embedding Indigenous perspectives within their centre. Table 4.2 provides details of 
these 12 participants including their professional roles, tenure, qualifications and 
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Table 4.2 Participants Involved Directly in Research on the Topic of Embedding 
Indigenous Perspectives 
Centre A Role Tenure Highest qualification  Time 
employed
3
   
          
Leslie Co-director Permanent 
part-time 
Bachelor of Social Work + 
Graduate Diploma of Teaching 
(Early Childhood) 
 
3 years,                   
9 months 
Nell Director Full-time Bachelor of Education (Early 
Childhood)  
Replaced 






















Highest qualification  Time 
employed               
















Certificate III in Children’s 
Services + Studying for Diploma 
of Children’s Services  
 
2 years 
Kylie  Group 
leader  
Full-time Diploma in Children’s Services 8 years,                




Full-time Certificate III in Children’s 
Services 
10 years 




Studying Certificate III in 
Children’s Services 
3 years,                  
11 months  
Christine Float staff Permanent 
part-time 
Certificate III in Children’s 
Services 
5 years  
Dee Float staff 
 
Casual Certificate III in Children’s 
Services 
8 years 
                                                 
 
3
 Total time employed as at the commencement of the study  
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Throughout the study, these 12 participants self-identified as non-Indigenous 
Australians, although this was not a criterion for participation. Vicky (Centre A) 
spoke of the possibility of having Aboriginal heritage in her family group, although 
this had never been recognised formally within family relations. Sally (Centre B) was 
raised in New Zealand and spoke of an Anglo-Celtic heritage.  
4.3.1 The recruitment process 
Participants were invited to participate by way of an information letter (see Appendix 
A), mailed initially to five long day care centres. The selection of these five centres 
occurred through snowball sampling, identified by Patton (2002) as a purposeful 
sampling method. In snowball sampling, cases of interest are identified by asking 
people for recommendations of potentially ‘good’ participants or information-rich 
sites (Patton, 2002). Three of the five centres were recommended by university 
colleagues based on a reputation of ‘good’ early childhood practice, active 
engagement within the early childhood field, and respected leadership from the 
director/s. The fourth centre was selected because the director and I had completed 
our undergraduate degree within the same cohort and shared a similar work ethic, 
although we had not remained in close contact. The fifth centre was selected because 
several students had spoken of a positive experience with staff at the centre during a 
field placement. 
Snowball sampling proved useful to this study because the acquisition of 
information about the apparent characteristics of a site is important in the preliminary 
phases of outsider-initiated action research. Bello (2006) explains that in action 
research projects initiated by outsiders, the “moment of choosing” (p. 6) a potential 
site is directed by knowledge of characteristics such as potential openness to 
cooperate actively in research, and interest in interchanging ideas and experiences 
with people and institutions in related fields. Such characteristics can determine 
whether a site will “permit [the] presence” of an outsider (Bello, 2006, p. 6). The five 
centres selected for the initial mail-out of information letters were a combination of 
non-profit and for-profit long day care settings. I intended to recruit two centres for 
the study to add depth to the findings, although the main criterion for the sample size 
was manageability in terms of time commitments and the extent to which I could 
become involved in the action research process as both researcher and participant. 
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 From the initial mail-out of five information letters, two centres responded. 
These were Centre A (recommended by university colleagues), and a second non-
profit long day care centre that had been selected because the director and I had 
completed our undergraduate degree within the same cohort. The directors of both 
centres made contact with me via telephone, and a meeting was arranged at each 
centre for the purpose of discussing the study in more depth. The meeting at Centre 
A was attended by me, my principal research supervisor, the director and a group 
leader (other staff members came and went from the meeting depending on their 
availability at the time). The meeting at Centre B involved me, the director and 
assistant director. Following the meetings, both directors expressed interest in the 
study and asked for time to speak with their staff group about participating. It was 
decided collaboratively that should the staff group show interest, I would be 
contacted and asked to attend the next scheduled staff meeting to provide the whole 
staff group with further information and answer any questions.  
 I attended the next scheduled staff meeting at both centres and was invited to 
meet and share a meal with the staff group prior to discussing the study in more 
depth and answering any questions. In providing more information about myself and 
the study, I outlined: 
 information about my prior experience and interest in the childcare sector; 
 information about my professional role at the university;  
 an introduction to action research; 
 discussion about my interest in the broad themes of culture and diversity; 
 discussion about my interest in professional development opportunities for 
educators in long day care settings; and 
 an explanation of the consent form. 
Upon my exit from the staff meeting, consent forms were left with the director. This 
allowed participants time to review how they were being asked to participate in the 
research (e.g., being co-researchers, audio-recorded and participating in a semi-
structured interview). Full disclosure of intended research procedures and adequate 
time for participants to consent to participation (or not) are key ethical procedures in 
the recruitment phase of a research study (Glesne, 2011). I was to stay for only part 
of the staff meeting to allow time for the staff group to discuss the information I had 
118 
118 Chapter 4: Methodology 
 
provided about the study and my responses to questions that arose during the 
presentation. In both instances, the directors contacted me by telephone within the 
following week to indicate that the staff were willing to participate. I arranged to 
collect the signed consent forms, and we agreed on a commencement date for data 
collection. In line with ethical requirements for research as set out by the QUT 
Human Ethics Committee, data collection commenced only after signed consent 
forms were collected.  
 Data collection commenced at Centre A within a month of my attendance at 
the staff meeting. However, at the other community-based centre, the director was 
seconded without prior notice to a regional affiliated centre in response to urgent 
staffing issues. The need to recruit a replacement director at her existing centre and 
resulting staffing changes meant the study was placed ‘on hold’ indefinitely, with no 
guarantee of a start date that year. It became apparent toward the end of the year that 
the second community-based centre was no longer a viable option for participation in 
the study. The withdrawal of a research site was not ideal, but indicative of the 
uncertainty that is attached to research studies conducted within educational contexts 
(Grieshaber, 2007). I used the situation to my advantage by concentrating on 
establishing group relations with participants at Centre A, a process described by 
Wicks and Reason (2009) as critical first steps in opening communicative space. 
Recruitment of a replacement centre began in early December, 2008. Snowball 
sampling (Patton, 2002) was used by asking university colleagues for further 
recommendations. The recruitment of Centre B occurred via their management 
company which had been recommended by colleagues as a useful organisation to 
contact given they operated numerous long day care centres. I met with the 
operations manager in January 2009 and she provided the details of two of their 
centres (for-profit) at which the director was well regarded and had been employed 
for some time. I contacted both centres by telephone directly and sent information 
letters. One centre (Centre B) responded to express interest and I attended the next 
scheduled staff meeting to provide further information about the study. Data 
collection commenced at Centre B in February 2009, five months following the 
commencement of data collection at Centre A, in September 2008. 
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4.3.2 Financial assistance for participating centres 
Following the initial meeting at Centre A, the director, Leslie, spoke with her 
colleagues at the Health and Community Services Workforce Council (Workforce 
Council) about the study and intended methodology. Leslie was employed as a 
project officer at the Workforce Council part-time, although I wasn’t aware of this at 
the time of our initial meeting. The Workforce Council is a national body that 
manages the Professional Support Coordinator Queensland (PSCQ) (now Workforce 
Council) Project; a project that provides professional development support to long 
day care settings and educators in Queensland. The information letter I had mailed to 
Centre A was shared with the manager of the PSCQ and I was approached about the 
possibility of financial assistance being provided to childcare centres that 
participated in the study. Financial assistance would be provided in the form of back-
fill, meaning centres could employ relief staff to allow participants to be released to 
engage in professional development activities throughout the course of the study (see 
Appendix B). In the year prior to data collection, the Workforce Council began 
trialling different approaches to professional development for childcare staff, 
including action research. The PSCQ was interested in early childhood educators’ 
experiences of action research as a form of professional development, regardless of 
the topic under investigation. The two participating centres invoiced the Workforce 
Council directly, detailing the numbers of staff and the hours involved for 
reimbursement of wages. Due to participant feedback about their experiences in the 
project in the first six months at Centre A, the PSCQ extended funding until July 
2009. Centre B also had access to funding assistance until this date.  
 Funding assistance for participating centres contributed greatly to the study 
given difficulties of childcare staff participating in sustained professional 
development, particularly during work hours. Time with participants would have 
been limited without funding assistance. However, time frames for data collection 
became designated by the allocated funding period. 
4.4 Data collection techniques 
This section provides an overview of data collection techniques employed in this 
research. It begins with details of the access arrangements and is followed by 
information about conversations, interviews and the communal journals which 
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contained inventories, action plans and photographs. All of these tools were used to 
collect data. 
4.4.1 Access 
In a joint conversation between the PSCQ, the director of Centre A, and me, in the 
initial stages of the study, it was decided that financial assistance from the PSCQ 
entitled each participant to professional development that comprised:  
 two whole group sessions (evening sessions) at the beginning and end of the 
study; 
 two workday hours per fortnight to spend with the researcher or working on 
their individual or group project; and 
 two full days over the course of the study to engage in outside professional 
development activities (i.e., attending a workshop, excursion, or writing for 
publication at home). 
On average, I spent 1-2 hours per fortnight working alongside the 22 participants at 
their centre, either individually, or as part of a small group. As each participant was 
also entitled to 1-2 full days of relief over the course of the study, there were times 
when I accompanied participants on excursions, or they worked individually from 
home to read, research or write for publication. Time with individuals and groups 
varied over the course of the study, depending on the progression of projects and 
participant requests and needs at any given time. My presence at each centre was 
negotiated week-to-week in consultation with the director, taking into account the 
availability of relief staff, centre activities (e.g., transitions and holiday periods) and 
timing for when participants were ready to meet to discuss their progress or to plan.  
Table 4.3 outlines the beginning and end points of data collection at Centre A 
and Centre B. Data collection began with a whole staff group session to identify 
topics of interest for investigation. In the whole group sessions, discussion was 
focussed on broad themes of culture and diversity, and the ways participants’ specific 
interest areas (e.g., embedding Indigenous perspectives, multilingualism, cultural 
support workers and so forth) aligned with these themes. Following this, I met with 
individuals, pairs and small groups to support the development of individual and 
small-group action plans and begin the cycles of research.  
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Table 4.3 Beginning and End Points of Data Collection 
 
 
4.4.2 Conversations with a purpose 
Action research projects are located usually in a specific social context. This study 
involved two childcare centres that were busy, dynamic, prone to interruptions, 
generally noisy and lacking in secluded spaces. For this reason, it was necessary to 
adopt a style of interviewing that took into account the context in which the research 
took place (Ribbins, 2007). At both centres, data were generated through 
conversations that formed part of the continual reflective and planning phases of 
action research, but also spontaneously while talking to participants in locations such 
as the hallway, front reception desk, at the kitchen bench, a local coffee shop, at 
excursion sites and, in the car when travelling. Burgess (1988) refers to pre-set and 
spontaneous forms of conversation as being of equal importance to a data set. 
Labelled “conversations with a purpose” (Burgess, 1988, p. 137), this form of 
interviewing enables participants to talk informally about their work using their own 
words and concepts, rather than responding to set questions. As a non-standardised 
interviewing technique, conversations can be instigated by both researcher and 
participants, and occur in obscure and often opportunistic locations dependent on the 
movements of people throughout the day (Burgess, 1988; Ribbins, 2007). As there 
was no set interview schedule for this study, flexibility with timing and location was 
integral to the data collection process (Glesne, 2011). Variables such as the 
availability of relief staff and participants, and the use of spaces within each centre 
across the day, influenced how and when conversations occurred, as well as their 
duration. 
 In line with the continual reflective and planning phases of action research, 
pre-set conversations occurred on my scheduled visits to both centres. I would be 
notified by the director via email or upon arrival which participants were available to 
 Beginning and end points of data collection Total time (months) 
Centre A September 2, 2008 – July 14, 2009  10  
Centre B February 9, 2009 – June 26, 2009  5  
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meet with me that day. These arrangements were subject to change, dependent on 
classroom activity, the needs of children and the availability of relief staff. The 
purpose of pre-set conversations was to reflect collaboratively on events and 
discussions that had taken place since I met last with the participant/s, although this 
process occurred also during spontaneous conversations. Ongoing reflection is an 
integral component of the systematic process of inquiry in action research to 
determine key features and elements of the topic under investigation, and to 
formulate new directions and plans (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009; Stringer, 2008).  
Prompts for pre-set and spontaneous conversations were varied and included 
transcripts of prior conversations, a question or recent event, participants’ 
documentation, artifacts, excursions, literature, and a communal journal that 
contained ongoing action plans and summaries for each project. During both pre-set 
and spontaneous conversations I interposed questions, remarks, literature and 
resources based on what I had observed and spoken about with participants over 
time. The use of an interview method with no formal agenda was important to this 
study as unstructured interviewing techniques better enable the building of trust with 
participants (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Trust was integral to the process of weaving in 
more in-depth or ‘difficult’ conversations and interposals (e.g., around racism and 
whiteness) throughout the research.   
Toward the end of the Cultural Project, participants were invited to 
participate in one semi-structured interview. This method of interviewing is different 
from conversations because an interview guide is used to focus content on the crucial 
aspects of the study (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). In a semi-structured interview, new 
questions may emerge during the conversation based on a participant’s response. 
New questions may be added to or replace pre-established questions for the purpose 
of following the participant’s thread and attending to what they viewed as crucial 
within the study (Glesne, 2006, 2011; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). In this study, the 
purpose of the semi-structured interview was threefold. Firstly, it met the 
requirement to feed data about participants’ experiences of action research as a form 
of professional development back to the PSCQ. Secondly, it provided a final 
opportunity for participants to summarise their thinking about the topics they 
investigated and the work of their peers. Thirdly, a more standardised interview 
format indicated to participants that the project was coming to an ‘end’, at least in 
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terms of my involvement as researcher. Extraction from action research projects can 
be difficult for researchers because, “ideally, action research never concludes” 
(MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009, p. 216). Researchers also become collaborative and 
active participants in the research and typically form strong professional ties with 
fellow participants (Bello, 2006; Stringer, 2008), as was the case in this study. 
Questions for the semi-structured interview were divided into two parts. The 
first ten questions focussed on participants’ experiences of action research as a form 
of professional development (see Appendix C). These ten questions were developed 
by me and reviewed by the PSCQ prior to the final interviews. The final six 
questions focussed on participants’ experiences with cultural explorations throughout 
the course of the study. It was not possible to conduct a semi-structured interview 
with all participants due to variables mentioned earlier. In one instance, two 
participants (Dee and Sally) participated in the interview together because they were 
both on a morning tea break at the time. 
A total of 48 conversations and 14 semi-structured interviews (one semi-
structured interview comprised two participants) were audio-recorded during the 
period of data collection. Audio-recording allowed me, as researcher and participant, 
to focus on the topic and the dynamics of the conversation or interview (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009). Audio-recording also provided a verbatim record of the 
conversations and interviews (Patton, 2002) which were transcribed using a 
professional transcription service. Due to the dynamic nature of action research, 
copies of transcripts were accessed regularly by participants as one way of learning 
about and ‘keeping up with’ the work of others. Access to transcripts allowed for 
respondent validation (Scott & Morrison, 2006), meaning participants could confirm 
or amend recordings and interpretations of our conversations throughout the course 
of the project. The use of a professional transcription service allowed for an efficient 
turn-around of audio-recorded data. To support transcription reliability (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009), I checked the transcripts for omissions and errors with the 
original audio files. In agreement with all participants, transcripts were then placed in 
a labelled folder in the staff room of each centre for participants to access. The length 
of audio-recorded conversations ranged from 2 and a half minutes to 1 hour and 20 
minutes, with half an hour being the average length of the semi-structured 
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interviews. Table 4.4 outlines the total number of conversations, semi-structured 
interviews, and total time of audio-recording for Centres A and B.  
Table 4.4 Total Audio-Recorded Conversations and Interviews for Centres A and B 




Total audio-recorded time 
(hr:min:sec) 
Centre A 32 8 27:21:12 
Centre B 16 6 9:03:09 
Totals 48 14 36:24:21 
 
Conversations and interviews (indicated with an (I)) conducted with the 12 
participants who chose to focus on the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
are outlined in Table 4.5. In this table, details of the audio file number, date, 
participant/s, the location and length of the conversation or interview are provided.  




Date Participant/s  Location Total Time 
(hr:min:sec) 
10  02.09.08 Whole staff group Director’s (Leslie) 




11 02.09.08 Whole staff group Director’s (Leslie) 
home (following  
dinner break) 
1:15:09 
20  12.09.08 Jenny, Vicky & 
Leslie 
 
Local coffee shop 1:14:33  
21 12.09.08 Leslie 
 
Walking back from 
the local coffee 
shop 
0:04:28  
32 02.10.08 Jenny Kitchen bench 1:04:01 








56 27.02.09 Jenny & Vicky Staff room 1:01:35  
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62 (I) 17.03.09 Jenny  Outside table 0:48:52  
75 (I) 19.05.09 Vicky  Staff room 0:31:19  
92 (I) 14.07.09 Nell  Outside table 0:53:11  





Date Participant/s  Location Total Time 
(hr:min:sec) 
47 09.02.09 Whole staff group 
 
Prep classroom 0:53:39  
48 13.02.09 Sally  Prep classroom 0:11:04  
50 18.02.09 Sally & Gail  Staff room 1:02:29  
51 18.02.09 Christine & Fran  Staff room 0:33:30  
55 25.02.09 Monica & Rachael  Staff room 1:20:36  
65 14.04.09 Sally & Gail  Staff room 0:14:01  
69 01.05.09 Sally & Gail  Museum 
(excursion) 
0:26:12  
70 08.05.09 Sally & Gail  Staff room 0:32:45  
71 08.05.09 Kylie  Staff room 0:23:50  








83 (I) 26.06.09 Dee & Sally  Staff room 0:25:22  
84 (I) 26.06.09 Kylie  Staff room 0:14:24  
87 (I) 26.06.09 Fran  Hallway 0:06:55  
88 (I) 26.06.09 Monica  Front reception 
desk 
0:11:12  
Total: Centre B 7:20:26 
Total Time: Centre A + B 15:43:45 
 
Note: In the analysis chapters, codes appear as: Pseudonym: Audio file number, Line 
of transcript: Date (e.g., Jenny: 20, 95: 12.09.08). Entries in the communal journal 
appear as: Pseudonym: Journal entry: Date (e.g., Leslie: Journal entry: 03.04.09). 
Photos are coded as: Centre initial (A or B): Photo number: Date. 
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4.4.3 Communal journals  
A communal journal was chosen as a data collection technique by the participants at 
both Centre A and Centre B. The communal journals were large visual art display 
folders that resembled the documentation folders used by participants in daily 
practice. Some choice of data collection techniques enabled participants to contribute 
to decisions that impacted how they took part as researchers in the project. This is 
essential in action research because participants are active researchers who contribute 
to the data collection process (Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998). The journals became a 
key data source because they provided the participants and me with a tangible record 
of the action research process. On my suggestion, it was established at the beginning 
of the Cultural Project that participants would record entries in the journals in 
response to events or activities that were significant to them. By the end of the 
Cultural Project, the journals were filled with summaries of our meetings, action 
plans, inventories, photographs, ideas, wish-lists and articles of interest, flyers for 
events, reflections and responses (see Appendix D). All participants, parents and 
visitors had access to the communal journal at each centre.  
 Journals provide a useful tool for documenting the reflective component of 
action research (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009; Stringer, 2008). This occurred in 
terms of written entries, but also by way of participants ‘visiting’ their journal to 
learn about and make connections with the work of their colleagues. The journals 
provided a visual record of the action research process and were also used by me to 
interpose questions, remarks, responses and theories in written form. As researcher, I 
included my reflections about practices and directions for each project in the 
communal journals, rather than by way of field notes. Reflections about my role as 
researcher and interactions with participants were kept in an individual electronic 
journal. 
4.4.3.1 Inventories 
At the commencement of the Cultural Project, each centre was asked to complete an 
inventory that detailed resources and materials of a cultural nature available to 
educators and children throughout the centre. The inventory was a technique adapted 
from Argyris’s (1990) ‘transparency technique’, in which participants record their 
actions and thinking to identify differences between what is projected, and what 
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actually occurs in practice. Argyris (1990) proposed a simple technique in which 
participants complete a two column table. In the right hand column they record what 
they espouse and act on in practice. In the left hand column, they indicate what they 
think and feel, but do not action in practice. For the Cultural Project, participants 
completed an inventory with two columns. In the first column, they listed artifacts of 
a cultural nature available to educators and children throughout the centre such as 
books, posters, games, images, stories, music and so forth. Perceptions about the 
contribution of particular items to culturally responsive practice were also recorded. 
In the second column, participants recorded, over time, how these artifacts were used 
(or not) in practice. Examples of how the artifacts were used included: the ‘teacher 
talk’ that accompanied the use of particular artifacts; the quantity and placement of 
artifacts throughout the centre; who accessed particular artifacts and how often; and 
what messages participants felt particular artifacts provided for children. The 
inventories proved useful as a means of providing transparency for differences 
between the placement of culturally responsive artifacts within the centre, and for the 
ways they were valued, used (or not) and contributed to culturally responsive 
practices in each centre.  
4.4.3.2 Action plans 
As action research is fluid and unfolding, participants require tools to guide their 
thinking toward a judicious course of action. Novak (2010) identifies concept 
mapping as a useful organisational tool for representing knowledge and setting 
directions for action. Action plans are similar to concept mapping in that participants 
outline conceptually and practically, details about human and material resources 
required for action to occur (Novak 2010; Stringer 1999, 2007). Action plans were 
developed by individuals and groups throughout the Cultural Project and usually 
took the form of a concept map, lists or columns. Participants’ action plans included 
key elements such as short, medium and long-term goals, human and material 
resources, costings and items for wish-lists. The action plans were pasted in the 
communal journal and revisited and revised, usually during our scheduled meetings. 
As a data collection method, the action plans provided a record of participants’ 
thinking about issues (who and what they saw as relative to a particular issue), as 
well as projected courses of action that become observable in later research cycles. 
The action plans were also a useful evaluative tool for thinking about the 
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interrelatedness of different elements connected to an issue, and as a basis for 
reflection in terms of how plans were altered and impacted, both purposefully and 
circumstantially. 
4.4.3.3 Photographs 
Throughout the Cultural Project, photographs were used by the participants and me 
to document pedagogical events. As participants made physical changes within the 
centre by way of the inclusion or replacement of particular objects, displays and 
symbols, photographs were used to document and promote commentary about why 
changes had occurred and for what purpose. Photographs provided evidence of 
pedagogical and political intent that was better served through visual representation 
than written description (Glesne, 2006). With a focus on pedagogical events rather 
than people, the photographs became a key source of knowledge generation that 
negated concerns about the use of images containing participants involved in the 
research. To ensure participant anonymity, it is important for researchers to consider 
how participants may be identified in photographs during the research and 
subsequently (Glesne, 2006, 2011). In this study, participant rights to anonymity 
were ensured by the use of images focussed on pedagogical events rather than 
people.  
In summary, data collection drew from six key sources: conversations, semi-
structured interviews, and the communal journals which contained inventories, action 
plans and photographs. These six different sources generated data about participants’ 
thoughts and practices around embedding Indigenous perspectives, and their 
experiences of action research as a form of professional development. The section 
following outlines how data were analysed.  
4.5 Data analysis 
Four key aspects of data analysis are discussed in this section: responding to the 
research problem; the timing of analysis; organisation of data; and the approach to 
analysis. Sections 4.5.1 and 4.5.4 refer to data from the 12 participants who chose to 
investigate the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives. Sections 4.5.2 and 4.5.3 
refer to all participants in the Cultural Project and all topics investigated as the focus 
of discussion in these sections is the timing of analysis and the organisation of data 
throughout the project as a whole. 
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4.5.1 Responding to the research problem 
Action research projects generate typically a large amount of data (Stringer, 1999, 
2008). For the Cultural Project, participants chose to research an array of topics they 
attached to broad themes of culture and diversity that were introduced by me as 
outsider-researcher. As indicated in Figure 4.1, this resulted in investigations of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, sustainability, cultural support workers, 
multilingualism, multiculturalism, intergenerational learning and vegetarianism. In 
projects that investigate several topics, “the nature of responses from one discussion 
to the next can be very different” (Ribbins, 2007, p. 210). These differences create 
major problems for identifying coherence across topics when considering findings of 
the whole data set (Ribbins, 2007). With a large data set covering an array of topics 
investigated by participants, it was necessary to make decisions about the specific 
focus of this thesis. The decision to focus on participants’ work around embedding 
Indigenous perspectives was informed by factors outlined at the beginning of this 
chapter, including this topic being investigated at both participating centres and 
attempts to embed Indigenous perspectives occurring across multiple system levels. 
‘Conflict’ between what occurs in a core action research project (e.g., the 
Cultural Project) and what is written by the researcher is not uncommon in action 
research projects undertaken by PhD candidates (J. M. Davis, 2004; Zuber-Skerritt & 
Perry, 2002). Zuber-Skerritt and Perry (2002) refer to three independent yet 
interrelated stages in action research studies undertaken by PhD students. These are: 
thesis research (or planning); the core action research project; and the thesis project 
(writing). The thesis research (planning) and thesis project (writing) stages are 
generally undertaken independently in line with university requirements, although in 
particular studies (e.g., with Indigenous people) the planning stage should be 
collaborative to ensure research practice is respectful (Grieshaber, 2010; Martin, 
2008). The core action research project is undertaken collaboratively with 
professionals in the field to ensure the research investigates and improves 
professional practice, as well as the fieldwork and management competencies of the 
student/researcher (Zuber-Skerritt & Perry, 2002). The thematic concern of the core 
action research project and the research problem explored in the written thesis may 
be somewhat distinct, although unquestionably interrelated (J. M. Davis, 2004; 
Zuber-Skerritt & Perry, 2002). Attention to the research problem of the thesis 
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supports the extraction of a quantity of data from the whole data set for the purpose 
of further analysis and producing a written thesis.  
4.5.2 Timing of analysis 
In action research studies, analysis commences with the generation of data that 
‘profiles’ a site and its participants (Stringer, 1999). At the commencement of the 
Cultural Project, ‘profiling’ involved the completion of participant information 
sheets that detailed each participant’s role, tenure, qualification and time employed at 
the centre. Inventories that detailed resources and materials of a cultural nature 
available to participants and children throughout the centre were also completed. 
While not prescriptive, the ‘profiling’ of Centre A and Centre B provided initial 
insight into the demographic of the staff group and existing practices around 
diversity work. 
During data collection, transcripts of conversations and other forms of data 
related to all were read to identify directions for individual and group projects, as 
well as the Cultural Project as a whole. This process was collaborative, with the 
participants and me identifying key interests (Stringer, 2007), critical incidents 
(MacNaughton, 2001) and epiphanies (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) that provided a 
basis for further action. The primary purpose of analysis during action research 
cycles is to determine key features of the topic under investigation, and to formulate 
new direction and plans in the work of participants (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009). 
Analysis during data collection also focussed on the effectiveness of different forms 
of professional development (e.g., visiting a museum, collaborative data analysis, 
and writing at home for publication) introduced throughout the project. This layer of 
analysis informed my responses as researcher in a facilitation/participation role, and 
met the requirements of the PSCQ to provide information about educators’ 
experiences of action research as a form of professional development. Following 
completion of the Cultural Project, analysis of participants’ practices, interactions 
between key players and my role as researcher was undertaken independently for the 
purpose of producing this thesis.  
4.5.3 Organisation of data 
Data sources were entered electronically on tables to track the research process 
across all individual and small group projects throughout the course of the Cultural 
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Project. Tracking key events is important throughout the action research cycles 
because of the volume of data generated (Stringer, 2008). Each table listed events or 
activities that had been recorded by participants in the communal journal over the 
course of the project. Appendix E shows the tables that were created for Centre A 
and Centre B on the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives. As explained in 
Section 4.4.3, participants’ entries in the communal journals were not prescribed, in 
that we established at the beginning of the Cultural Project that they would record an 
entry in response to events or activities that were significant to them (see Appendix 
D). In the journal, I also recorded details of who I had met with during a visit, and 
outcomes of our discussions. At times, I also responded to participants’ entries and 
recorded my reflections on the projects. Entries in the journal provided a guide for 
listing and matching key events and data sources that were of some significance to 
participants. Where relevant, multiple data sources (conversations, journals and 
photos) were matched to each event on the tables for ease of identification in later 
analytic cycles (see Appendix E). Reading across the data tables (Appendix E) 
enabled a general sense of the data set as a whole (Hatch, 2007); both as it 
developed, and at the completion of the study.  
Data related specifically to the topic of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
were extracted from the whole data set at the end of the Cultural Project in 
preparation for further, independent analysis. In line with events listed on the tables 
(Appendix E) for Centre A and Centre B, data were sorted by collection method 
(transcripts, journals and photographs) and date order for the purpose of reading, re-
reading and coding. As outlined in the following section, coding is the approach to 
analysis employed in this study. 
4.5.4 Approach to analysis: Coding, categorisation and the development of themes  
Coding was used to analyse data related to the topic of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. Saldaña (2009) describes coding as a “transitional process between data 
collection and more extensive data analysis” (p. 4). The purpose of coding is to 
reduce and make sense of a volume of data by identifying core consistencies and 
meanings (Patton, 2002). To identify consistencies, researchers attach codes or labels 
to sections of data to assign units of meaning (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Codes in 
the form of words or short phrases were listed in the margins of each transcript, 
journal page and photo to begin to assign units of meaning to the data, and to group 
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or segregate data extracts. Following several readings of the data, 11 key words and 
phrases were listed. These were: curriculum; barriers; interactions with others; 
educator attitude; feelings; process of learning; knowledge about Indigenous 
perspectives/ people; expectation to embed Indigenous perspectives; Australian 
society; blurring – Indigenous/ multicultural; and information giving (researcher). 
The selection of these 11 key words and phrases was inductive, meaning data were 
read to identify important patterns, themes and interrelationships (Hatch, 2002; 
Johnson & Christensen, 2012). A very general framing for early analysis (see Hatch, 
2002) included questions about what was occurring in curricula, what justifications 
were given for these occurrences and what impacted the decisions and actions of 
participants. Data from both Centre A and Centre B were included in the initial stage 
of coding. Extracts of data were grouped according to the initial 11 codes for further 
re-reading and analysis. Data from the transcripts were grouped electronically by 
cutting and pasting the section of each transcript related to a particular code/s into 
separate electronic documents. These documents were then printed for further coding 
(e.g., developing emergent categories) by hand.  
Some transcript extracts, journal entries and photographs were grouped by 
more than one code. Johnson and Christensen (2012) refer to this occurrence as co-
occurring codes. Co-occurring codes are sets of codes that “overlap partially or 
completely” and “might suggest a relationship among categories” (p. 526). To 
provide an example, co-occurring codes were applied to extracts of data in which 
participants’ talk about curriculum included mention of how they viewed Indigenous 
parents as resources and teachers in terms of accessing materials and designing 
curriculum activities. Such talk positions Indigenous parents in particular ways and 
can be analysed in relation to curriculum design, as well as interactions between non-
Indigenous and Indigenous people. Data containing talk about curriculum and the 
‘role’ of Indigenous parents were coded and grouped under the categories curriculum 
(CURR) and interactions with Indigenous people (INTER). In this study, the 
category curriculum (CURR) is defined as classroom based activities designed by 
participants for children that have an Indigenous focus or theme. The category 
interactions with Indigenous people (INTER) is defined as past, actual and proposed 
instances of interactions with Indigenous individuals, groups, organisations and 
sources of knowledge. These two categories are conceptually different but share a 
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causal relationship. As shown in the analysis in Chapter 7, some participants viewed 
Indigenous involvement or authority as necessary for the development of culturally 
responsive curriculum. In one conversation, Jenny, an educator at Centre A, spoke 
about the absence of Indigenous involvement/authority as a barrier to designing 
culturally appropriate curriculum activities (see Chapter 6, J20: 95). Hence, Jenny’s 
talk could be coded and grouped under three distinct yet relatable categories: 
curriculum (CURR); interactions with Indigenous people (INTER); and barriers 
(BARR). 
In further analysis of the grouped data, codes developed into emergent 
categories that were classified ultimately under more refined labels (e.g., staff 
relations (STAFF), centre-wide activity (CWA), barriers (BARR), ‘knowing’ 
Indigenous people and cultures (KNOW)). Categorisation was data-driven primarily, 
although initial surveying of key events contributed to a general sense of the data as a 
whole, as well as potential categories. Literature and theory also informed the 
categorisation process. For example, the refined label slippages was drawn from 
literature (see Edmundson, 2009; Hutchinson, 2009) pertaining to overlayed yet 
distinct constructs such as Indigenous/multicultural Australia. Data categorised by 
slippages (coded initially as blurring – Indigenous/ multicultural) showed 
simultaneous ideological or pedagogical movement between Indigenous and 
multicultural constructs in participants’ commentary or practice. In further readings 
of grouped data, some categories were relabelled or collapsed into others. Some 
categories became saturated, meaning it was necessary to develop sub-categories to 
reduce the volume of data assigned a particular unit of meaning (Patton, 2002). 
Barriers (BARR) is an example of a saturated category. Participants’ commentary 
about actual and supposed barriers to embedding Indigenous perspectives was rich 
and varied, with a need to develop sub-categories with assigned meanings such as: 
supposed parent retribution (BARR-SPR); no contacts/interactions (BARR-CON); 
time (BARR-T); fear of offending (BARR-FEAR); operational – permission (BARR-
OPP); and others (see Appendix F). The process of developing and refining 
categories was systematic and involved constant comparison between units of data 
(Saldaña, 2009).  
Further sub-categories developed as more fine grained analysis occurred. 
From 11 initial codes (words and phrases), 13 refined categories were developed for 
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Centres A and B. Six of these 13 categories were divided into a further 29 sub-
categories for Centre A. For Centre B, six of these 13 categories were divided into a 
further 27 sub-categories (see Appendix F). Most sub-categories were common to 
Centre A and Centre B, although there were differences. To provide an example, 
centre-wide activity (CWA) at Centre A was driven by policy, as well as the will or 
political intent of participants. At Centre B, centre-wide activity was primarily 
policy-driven, with participants relying on recommendations in the draft Framework 
(2008) and the QIAS Quality Practices Guide (NCAC, 2005) to make decisions 
about and justify activity at the whole-centre level. Under the shared category of 
centre-wide activity (CWA), the sub-category policy-driven (CWA-POL) was 
relevant to both Centre A and B, but the sub-category context-driven (CWA-CD) was 
relevant to Centre A only. Table 4.6 provides an extract from Appendix F to 
illustrate this point.  
Table 4.6 Extract from Appendix F: Examples of Sub-Categories 
Category:  
Centre-wide activity (CWA): An event or activity introduced centre-wide that has an 
Indigenous focus or theme 
 
Centre A: Sub-categories Centre B: Sub-categories 
Transitory CWA-TRA Transitory CWA-TRA 
Progressive CWA-PRO Progressive CWA-PRO 
Systemic CWA-SYS Systemic CWA-SYS 
Policy-driven CWA-POL Policy-driven CWA-POL 
Context-driven CWA-CD  
 
 
Propositional statements (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994) for each category 
were written to determine and support rules for categorisation. Propositional 
statements describe the essence of units in each category and are used as the criterion 
for inclusion or exclusion of subsequent units of data (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). 
Ongoing refinement of propositional statements was undertaken to ensure data in a 
particular category could be ‘held’ together in a meaningful way (Patton, 2002). For 
example, there was often cross-over in data related to commentary on society (SOC) 
and cultural constructs (CULT). Both of these categories contained data related to 
participants’ statements about historical, social and political circumstances in 
Australia, but data were differentiated by the use of first-person or third-person 
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positioning by the speaker. In the category commentary on society (SOC), data 
contained participant commentary about the ways non-Indigenous Australians treated 
Indigenous Australians historically and in the present based on race, colour and 
notions of superiority. Commentary showed recognition of broader historical, social 
and political issues, but speakers distanced themselves from acts of ill-treatment by 
referring only to the behaviours of other white people. In the category cultural 
constructs (CULT), participants drew on constructions of non-Indigenous/Indigenous 
relations to position themselves in particular ways in relation to Indigenous 
Australians, albeit unconsciously at times. The propositional statement (Maykut & 
Morehouse, 1994) for each category included or excluded extracts of data dependent 
on how speakers positioned themselves in their commentary about historical, social 
and political circumstances in Australia (see Appendix F). Continual refinement of 
the propositional statements was necessary throughout the coding process to verify 
the accuracy of each category, and the placement of data in each category (Patton, 
2002).  
Four broad but related themes were identified by comparing and re-grouping 
the propositional statements for the 13 refined categories for Centres A and B. The 
four most recurrent themes were: embedding Indigenous perspectives; relationships 
with Indigenous people; the Australian context; and researcher talk (see Appendix 
F). More extensive data analysis occurred by reading within and across these broad 
themes to ask further questions about the data. For example, how racialising 
practices mediated the educators’ decision-making and justifications about their 
work; why themes of risk and permission were salient in educators’ thinking and 
practices; and the impact of the approach to professional development employed. 
The first data chapter (Chapter 5) explores standpoint and whiteness as the priori 
condition within the research sites. Chapter 6 considers forms of consultation and 
how educators’ positioned self and others in non-Indigenous/Indigenous relations. 
The third data chapter (Chapter 7) examines process and content in the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives. Reflexive analysis of researcher-educator 
relations is built in to each data chapter and attended to in the following section. 
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4.6 Trustworthiness, rigour and reflexivity 
Similar to most qualitative methodologies, action research is deliberate in its focus 
on localised contexts and knowledge. For this reason, action research makes 
problematic the traditional or more positivist criteria for evaluating research (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2000). Critical questions about trustworthiness, rigour and integrity are 
most relevant to evaluations of action research because they take into account 
research design, application and reflexivity (Cherry, 1999; Stringer, 2008). Of 
relevance to this study are critical questions about the trustworthiness of the action 
research process, rigour in data collection and analysis methods, and reflexivity in 
researcher-participant relations. 
4.6.1 Trustworthiness and rigour 
Trustworthiness in action research is built on various principles, the most important 
being that participants view action research as a credible approach for their context 
and professional circumstances (Cherry, 1999). In facilitated action research studies, 
a common language of research is necessary to address contextualised issues 
meaningfully with participants once the research process begins (Welch-Ross, Wolf, 
Moorehouse & Rathgeb, 2006). A common language of research can be achieved by 
full disclosure of the intentions of the research, including core processes. Participants 
can then make an informed decision about whether the research is likely to benefit 
them. For the Cultural Project, much time and effort was spent detailing the proposed 
method (action research) to participants prior to the commencement of the study. 
While it is not possible to outline what exactly will occur in action research studies, 
an understanding of core processes and their relevance to educators’ practice is 
essential to build a sense of trust in the value of participating in the research (Cherry, 
1999).  
Action research is by nature organic and messy, although systematic 
enactment of core processes contributes to the trustworthiness of the research design 
(Cherry, 1999; MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009; Stringer, 2008). Core processes in 
action research are recursive cycles of looking, planning, acting and reflecting. In the 
Cultural Project, methods of data collection were selected to support recursive 
research cycles. For example, action plans were tested immediately and over time in 
practice. Action plans were revisited time and time again to evaluate movement and 
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inactivity, and related conditions. Transcripts and journal entries also provided a 
basis for recursive discussion, reflection and self-examination. Prolonged 
engagement with participants (10 months at Centre A and 5 months at Centre B) in 
recursive cycles of research is a key measure of trustworthiness in this study because 
it allowed for adequate understanding of the organisations in which participants 
work. Prolonged engagement also allowed time to establish a relationship of trust 
with the participants, which began with preliminary visits prior to data collection 
(Stringer, 2008). 
In qualitative studies, rigour can be shown in the selection and application of 
data collection methods, and the approach to analysis (Silverman, 2006). Multiple 
data collection methods were used in this study to gain a more comprehensive sense 
of what was occurring in the research. Audio-recorded conversations, journals and 
photographs were used to achieve greater breadth in the data collected. Denzin and 
Lincoln (1994, 2000) assert that multiple methods allow for complexities to emerge 
in the research process and for a range of perspectives to be collected.  
Each data collection method has its own limits and strengths (MacNaughton 
& Hughes, 2009). For example, the use of unstructured interview techniques 
(including conversations with a purpose) introduces a “deliberate strategy of treating 
each participant as a potentially unique respondent” (Bush, 2007, p. 95). Such a 
strategy detracts from reliability in the form of generalisation, yet enhances validity 
in terms of authenticity because respondents answer in their own words, in their own 
way, and are not restricted by the use of a standardised instrument (Bush, 2007). The 
use of multiple methods, some chosen by the participants (e.g., journals and 
photographs), enabled me to draw on the strengths of different methods during data 
collection. More appropriate methods were employed at different times in response 
to research sites that were dynamic and necessitated flexibility. For example, the 
journals provided a space to record my responses, ideas and summaries when access 
to participants was limited due to staffing issues or an unforseen event in the 
classroom. The journals also provided participants with the opportunity to record 
responses, ideas and summaries in my absence. Photographs proved useful in 
capturing physical changes (e.g., a display of books by Indigenous authors, the 
hanging of a painting by an Indigenous artist or the display of an Aboriginal flag) in 
both centres that were at times temporary. Photographs allowed for ongoing 
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discussion about why particular changes had been implemented, altered or removed, 
and for what purpose.  
The availability of conversation transcripts throughout the project created 
potential for respondent validation. Scott and Morrison (2006) describe respondent 
validation as a process whereby transcripts and researcher notes are returned to 
participants for confirmation or amendment. Potential for bias is lessened because 
participants are provided repeated opportunity to confirm or amend the researcher’s 
or transcribers’ interpretations of recorded conversations (Scott & Morrison, 2006). 
The use of communal journals contributed to rigour also, with dialogic entries and 
responses recorded throughout the course of the project.  
4.6.2 Reflexivity 
Reflexivity aids research integrity because it provides a balance between 
understanding and depicting research in genuine ways, and being reflexive in 
consciousness and politically aware to show the underlying complexities of the 
research process (Patton, 2002). For the researcher, reflexivity allows for seeking 
‘places’ where there is dissatisfaction and doubt about the research process, and 
where identities are not secure (Lather, 1991). In research focussed on diversity 
work, reflexivity allows for cultural introspection whereby the researcher poses 
racially and culturally grounded questions about the research process (Milner, 2007). 
This supports locating ‘places’ of uncertainty in which critical explorations of the 
research can be located (Lather, 1991). In this section, I explain how reflexive 
processes of re-reading, embracing silences, and attending to researcher/participant 
positionings provide a useful framework for cultural introspection, and for aiding 
research integrity. 
 To attend to the underlying complexities of a research process, it is necessary 
to consider reflexivity as more than a methodological concern. Reflexivity is a matter 
of ontology and epistemology (Denzin, 1997; McGuire, 1985). It requires attention 
to relations between participants, the researcher, the research sites and the topic 
under investigation. For example, relationships between researchers and participants 
are embedded in institutional structures that perpetuate systems of racism, classism, 
sexism and other forms of oppression. These systems enable and constrain 
relationships between participant groups, and the talk and actions they perform 
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within research sites (McIntyre & Lykes, 1998). Even in an all-white 
researcher/participant group, individuals will bring different histories and 
experiences to the research process, meaning their responses to phenomena will be 
different. However, collective experiences of ‘being’ white can make the research 
process less critical. As Noffke (1994) explains, locating action research within 
existing epistemologies may lead to “new ways of maintaining privilege systems as 
they are” (p. 16). Privileged standpoints can be further reified through the research 
process (Noffke, 1994), despite the best intentions of the action research group to 
produce change in thinking and practices. As explained earlier in this chapter 
(Section 4.1.1.), critical theories including whiteness studies and related critiques 
provide analytic tools for reflexive work that attend to ontological and 
epistemological, as well as methodological concerns. 
 As a reflexive tool, re-reading the research process can highlight issues of 
context and identity. In action research involving dominant group members, Noffke 
(2005) describes re-reading as the intent to locate points of complicity of dominant 
groups, alongside points of solidarity. Solidarity involves the struggle of dominant 
group members to interrupt what is considered ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ in educational 
sites. Complicity between dominant group members is always active in this process 
(Noffke, 2005). This is because white participants share ontological and 
epistemological investments in geographical locations and the talk and actions that 
occur within specific sites. Re-reading is influenced by critical theories (e.g., 
whiteness studies) when the intention is to read the research process “against the 
grain” (Dampier, 2008, p. 368). Re-reading against the grain insists that all data 
should be subject to re-interpretation and re-evaluation in light of changing reading 
contexts. In this study, whiteness theories and related critiques are applied 
retrospectively to the data, the research sites, and researcher/participant positionality, 
to bring into focus racialising processes always present in diversity work.  
 For Mazzei (2007), reflexivity involves listening for silences in action 
research that occur beyond data represented by a transcript, document or text. Mazzei 
(2007) considers silences to be what is spoken beneath the ‘surface’ in research, both 
in relation to who inhabits field sites and the contexts in which field sites are located. 
Attending to silences enables a more careful reading (or listening) of the research 
sites, as well as what the researchers and participants in an action research context 
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“are in fact saying, even when they are not speaking” (Mazzei, 2007, p. 632). The 
concept of silence is highly relevant to action research focussed on diversity work, 
and to concepts of whiteness and racism. Whiteness and racism draw power from 
invisibility, silences and misreading (Frankenberg, 1993), meaning it is necessary for 
reflexive work to examine “the assumptions and strictures that limit, preventing us 
from hearing outside our comfortable territory” (Mazzei, 2007, p. 633). In this study, 
the characteristics of the participant group (non-Indigenous) and the topic under 
investigation (themes of culture and diversity) invite questions about how silences 
are constructed and how they remain unheard because of the “comfortable territory” 
(Mazzei, 2007, p. 633) of an all-white participant group and research sites shaped on 
white terms. In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, analysis of silences through whiteness studies 
and related critiques becomes part of the representation of data. This is to embrace 
what Mazzei (2007) refers to as “a problematic of silence” (p. 635). In listening for 
silences, it becomes possible to reveal truths about what is voiced silently or 
symbolically in the action research process. 
 Collective forms of action do not excuse the white researcher from ongoing 
self-reflexivity and critique. The work of Kowal et al. (2011) on reflexive anti-racism 
is a useful accompaniment to re-reading and listening to silences because of the focus 
on ambiguities in racialising processes and racialised identities. Reflexive anti-
racism attends to the mutuality of racism and anti-racism in the talk and actions of 
individuals. It is premised on the understanding that “the division between racism 
and anti-racism is often unclear and in flux” (Kowal et al., 2011, p. 143). A reflexive 
stance also supports understanding of some ambiguities in one’s own attitudes, 
beliefs and behaviours (Kowal, et al., 2011). In this study, a strength and limitation 
of the research was my identity as a non-Indigenous Australian. I brought to the 
research process some capacity for self-reflexivity in terms of my own standpoint, 
and some professional knowledge in terms of working through and understanding 
constructions of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. In this sense, participants 
had available to them a fellow non-Indigenous educator committed to self and group-
critique and the development of inclusive practice. However, some knowledge and 
experience did not excuse me from the need to decentre my beliefs and practices 
throughout the course of the project, both individually and in collaboration with 
others. There were times when I was complicit in participants’ talk and constructions 
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about Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, and I too demonstrated resistance and 
uncertainty in terms of moving forward with change. I engage with these ambiguities 
as part of the analysis in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 to draw attention to how awareness of 
my own attitudes, beliefs and behaviours was sometimes unclear, and in flux. 
4.7 Ethics 
Ethical conduct was addressed in this study by ensuring: adherence to the ethical 
behaviour of the researcher as set out by the Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT) Human Research Ethics Committee; informed participant consent; and 
respectful relationships between the participants and me. Prior to approaching 
participants, approval to conduct research was granted by the QUT Research Ethics 
Committee within the category of Low Level Risk (see Appendix G). All 
requirements of the QUT ethical research policy were adhered to throughout the 
research project. 
 Informed consent was obtained from participants prior to their involvement in 
the study (see Appendix H). As detailed earlier, consent forms were left with the 
director of each centre following a presentation about the research to the whole staff 
group. The consent process ensured participants were aware of data collection 
methods and their right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
Anonymity has been preserved within this thesis, although it should be noted that 
many participants have chosen to self-identify when presenting on their work at early 
childhood forums. A number of participants have also self-identified in early 
childhood magazine publications focussed on their participation in the Cultural 
Project. 
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In this chapter I use whiteness theories to re-read the research sites, the development 
of the Cultural Project and my position as white researcher. With distance from the 
research process and engagement with whiteness theories, I present a retrospective 
reading of the ways whiteness and racism operated as the ‘behind’ and the ‘surface’ 
(Ahmed, 2007a) of the Cultural Project. Drawing from whiteness studies in the fields 
of architecture and education, I consider how whiteness and racism operated as a 
precondition within the research sites and were reproduced within and through 
diversity work. I focus on the location and architecture of the buildings, the 
projection of diversity onto white walls and in white spaces, and the ‘doing’ of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in relation to time, resources and relationships. 
As a white researcher, I also unsettle my own contributions to the research process 
using the work of Kowal et al. (2009) on reflexive anti-racism.  
5.1 Whiteness and the research sites 
To begin this chapter, I orient the research within specific buildings and locations 
that became the research sites. When I first arrived at the research sites I was not 
aware of the history of the buildings, nor did I consciously connect Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous relations to the specific geographic locations. Considerations of 
relational aspects of the research were replaced by my interest in locating quiet 
spaces to conduct interviews and concerns about the impact of classroom noise and 
people-traffic on audio recordings. I made a mental note of the demographic of the 
staff group but did not associate this with the ways whiteness orients bodies in 
specific directions, affecting who has access to and how they take up institutional 
spaces (Ahmed, 2007a, 2012). On the surface, my own sense of belonging was 
connected to familiarity with childcare institutions and the everyday practices of 
educators centred on education and care. I gained access to the research sites because 
I had been evaluated by the participants as someone who could speak the language of 
childcare and who could potentially contribute to what was actioned, and what could 
become actionable, in childcare spaces. My presence was acceptable because I 
‘fitted’ the contours of the buildings – how they were shaped by white bodies and 
professional discourse oriented around early childhood education. 
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The buildings are central to the research because they tell a story in process – 
race relations in Australia are embodied within architecture and institutional 
practices. Connecting whiteness to the structural and institutional properties of the 
research sites now enables me to think more laterally and locate the ways whiteness 
operates in research spaces beyond the personal and relational experiences of the 
participants. Experiencing the architecture through a lens of possessive and 
institutional whiteness provides a means of evaluating some of the paradoxes of the 
research process. For example, the invitation of Indigenous people to research sites 
and locations that have historically denied educational opportunity to Aboriginal 
children (Centre A), along with the failure of the two participating centres to observe 
reconciliatory practices and Indigenous protocols in the present. Furthermore, the 
projection of diversity in white institutional spaces that subversively deny difference 
by their very design and resulting institutional practices.  
Re-reading the buildings (see Figures 5.1 and 5.2) through whiteness shows 
how their original design and construction was a colonial adaptation of space to 
existing social, cultural and economic structures. The role of the architect is to 
translate the political and economic structure of society into buildings, thus 
projecting on to the ground the images of social institutions (Harris, 2007; Shaw, 
2006, 2007a). Whiteness, then, was a precondition within the research sites. In 
proximity to other white bodies and institutional practices shaped on white terms, I 
exercised white privilege in the form of exclusive ‘rights’ to occupy and use 
institutional spaces – a localised form of the colonial adaptation of space. The ‘right’ 
to occupy was exercised by taking up the position of someone ‘qualified’ to speak on 
matters of diversity. Diversity was not my lived experience, but I could attach 
authority to my presence, and have authority attached to me by the participants, 
because of my connection with a university and my professional qualification. While 
I was unsettled by this throughout the research process, I still benefited from the 
ways whiteness operates selectively to silence some individuals and give voice to 
others. My presence was not questioned overtly by the participants because I ‘fitted’ 
the white contours of the research sites in a bodily and professional sense. I 
maintained the intent to disrupt tokenistic and ‘tourist’ type approaches to diversity 
work throughout the research process, but continue to benefit from a sense of 
belonging in the research sites to the present day. Retrospectively, I now understand 
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that my sense of belonging was bound not only by familiarity with institutional 
practices and my familiarity with and to others, but deeper interconnections with 
possessive forms of whiteness that rely on colonial occupation and the instalment of 
western institutions including education (Moreton-Robinson, 2003, 2004). 
The architects’ markings in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show design features that 
define the characteristics of the research sites in greater detail. Labels such as “4 year 
olds”, “nursery”, “play area” and “staff room” mark on the plans what can and is to 
take place in the buildings. Who and what these buildings are for are both explicit 
and implicit. Children, educators and practices are ‘sensed’ behind the images 
because of knowledge about what occurs habitually in childcare spaces. Which 
children and educators are present and what practices take place are implicit and 
bound by historicity in terms of access, belonging and the approach to education and 
care employed. For example, the organisation and separation of older children and 
younger children as marked by walls and entrance ways (or bricks and mortar), is 
bound by western ideals of childcare that compartmentalise children’s experiences 
and organise them by age and developmental progression (Goodwin, Cheruvu & 
Genishi, 2008; Lubeck, 1994, 1996; Priest, 2005). In both images, the proximity of 
the “nursery” to the “toddlers” and their positioning on the opposite side of the 
building to the “3 year olds” and “4 year olds” shows how children are to progress 
through the building and which other children they are more or less likely to come 
into contact with. Labels including “director” and “staff room” show the organisation 
of adults as separate from children, and the separation of adults by role and 
qualification. The proximity of the “director” to the “staff room” can be read as the 
coherence of adults and the exclusion of children in particular areas, as well as an 
implicit form of managerial surveillance. Collectively, the architects’ markings are 
indicative of white, western ideals of childcare that have been imported to Australia 
from Euro-American experience grounded in developmental theory (Dau, 2001; 
MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007; Martin, 2007b). Implicit in this ideology are 
historical and continuing issues around access and belonging experienced by some 
children in Australian mainstream settings, including those from Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander backgrounds (Bowes et al., 2010; Mundine, 2010; Priest, 
2005). While the architects’ markings and the characteristics of the research sites are 
both historical and ideological, the implicitness of some markings enables  
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this content to remain largely hidden (Harris, 2007). Re-reading the images through 
whiteness shows how the research sites operated as “logical citadels” (Uduku, 2000, 
p. 46) that reinforced beliefs about western forms of education and related 
institutional practices. Seeing the ‘behind’ of the images as well as what is projected 
on the surface prompts questions about whose histories and ideologies are 
represented and whose are missing or unseen. 
Other markings on Figures 5.1 and 5.2 draw attention away from normalised 
ideas about children and childcare, toward the significance of location and 
permanence in the built environment. While difficult to see on the plan, the location 
of Centre A is marked in proximity to “Boundary Street” which has historical and 
ideological significance in relation to colonial forms of urban development. In some 
Australian cities, “Boundary Streets” were used as colonising place values that 
demarcated ‘civilised’ areas from which Aboriginal peoples could be excluded 
(Greenop & Memmott, 2007). This fact was uncovered by the participants in the 
course of the research, but was usually spoken about from a standpoint of 
disassociation in terms of past wrongdoings by early ‘settlers’ (see Chapter 6). The 
street name marked on the architect’s drawing and the actual street sign at the front 
of the building represent a lived experience for Indigenous peoples. For those inside 
the building looking out, there was the possibility of distancing oneself from past 
regressions by locating whiteness in others, and then locating others in the past. 
Wrongdoing was attached to ‘other’ white, historical figures, meaning its continuing 
significance for non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples in the present could be 
diffused. Exercising white privilege could be done from a moral position of 
indignation about historical injustices, and the continuing exercise of a ‘right’ to 
occupy and use the research sites. Thus, Centre A’s “Boundary Street” address is, in 
context, ironic. 
From the time of Invasion, ‘civilisation’ has been marked in Australia by the 
permanency of the (known) built environment which has relied on continuing acts of 
Indigenous dispossession (Cowan, 2001; Shaw, 2007b). The architects’ markings in 
Figures 5.1 and 5.2 reinscribe a form of dispossession by writing over urban 
Aboriginal existence including important hunting and gathering grounds and 
ceremonial sites in which Centre A and Centre B are located (Greenop & Memmott, 
2007). The Cultural Project was concerned with embedding Indigenous perspectives 
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in the curriculum, and the participants and I desired to ‘know’ the Aboriginal history 
of the local area. Research on the existence of local Aboriginal peoples and their 
participation in shaping local environments enabled some understanding about what 
has been overwritten, but mainly in the form of knowing about Aboriginal ways of 
life rather than more politicised histories including dispossession, occupation and 
Indigenous resistance. Knowing ‘about’ Indigenous history was projected onto the 
surface of the Cultural Project and used at times as evidence of learning and 
improved knowledge. More difficult discussions and action focussed on whiteness 
and racism sometimes defaulted to discussion about ‘how to’ embed more tokenistic 
forms of cultural stories and games. What was attended to and in what form raises 
questions about how whiteness and racism continued to operate within and through 
diversity work, and embedding Indigenous perspectives more specifically. This 
problem is explored in the section following. 
5.2 A diversity project  
In this section I begin by discussing diversity as a language to consider how the 
Cultural Project was developed and in what form. How a focussed and sustained 
approach to diversity work gained capital in the research sites has significance 
because it is possible for educational sites to dismiss diversity given its institutional, 
ideological and bodily absence in mainstream settings (Ahmed, 2007a; Derman-
Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). As a language, diversity has the facility to engage those 
who would not otherwise be concerned with various forms of diversity work. Ahmed 
(2012) theorises that this is because the word diversity “has less negative affective 
value than other words” (p. 66). Diversity appeals to institutions because it becomes 
a way of describing a quality, attribute, priority or value of the organisation. The 
normative use of the term diversity in policy documents, mission statements and the 
like is tied to its descriptive ability to be ‘everywhere’ without clear indication or 
evidence of what values and accompanying practices diversity represents (Ahmed, 
2007b, 2012; Hambel, 2006). This explains how diversity can work to reproduce 
whiteness and racism while projecting values of harmony, equity and enrichment on 
the ‘surface’ of an organisation. It also explains why the term diversity is repeated, is 
repeatable, and more easily mobilised in institutional spaces (Ahmed, 2012). 
150 
150 Chapter 5: Standpoint 
Participants at both Centre A and B were more comfortable discussing broad 
aspects of diversity than specific and more political concepts including Indigenous 
issues, whiteness and racism. Diversity had capital in the research sites because of its 
frequent use in early childhood education policy and curriculum frameworks (e.g., 
The QIAS Quality Practices Guide, 2005; draft Framework, 2008a) outlining 
recommended practice for early years settings. As an established yet generic concept 
common to early childhood policy, diversity could support participant engagement 
and multiple imaginings of diversity-inspired projects. This created potential for 
diversity work to filter through both classroom and operational level practices, but 
sometimes in more diluted form. While the language of diversity can be problematic, 
building a sense of comfort around a focussed and sustained approach to diversity 
work was critical to getting the Cultural Project off the ground. Had this not 
occurred, then there was limited potential to address more uncomfortable aspects of 
diversity work including (non)Indigenous issues, whiteness and racism.  
In the Cultural Project, there was a delicate balance between the aim of 
diversity work becoming more professionalised or habitual within the two centres, 
and mobilising and maintaining a political framework. Multiple meanings and 
applications of diversity resulted in instances where diversity was defined in ways 
that compromised more political ideals and outcomes. Diversity represented for 
participants a blend of concepts including environmental (e.g., sustainability), 
ecological (e.g., vegetarianism) and cultural (e.g., multilingualism, embedding 
Indigenous perspectives), resulting in the meaning of diversity itself becoming less 
politicised and more general. As the researcher, I purposefully interposed questions, 
remarks, resources and theories to disrupt normative and generic interpretations of 
diversity work. For example, participants were introduced to whiteness theory 
through Peggy McIntosh’s (1989) article “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible 
Knapsack”, as well as the writings of Indigenous scholars including Aileen Moreton-
Robinson. Questions about personal histories (e.g., How do you understand your 
culture?) and ancestral links to Australia and elsewhere were asked to support 
participants to understand their relationship to Australia and Indigenous/non-
Indigenous histories. I also provided written and verbal responses to participants’ 
journal entries to prompt more critical thinking beyond an activity-based approach to 
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diversity work. For example, in response to a Jenny pasting a leaflet distributed to 
childcare settings about the National Apology into the communal journal, I wrote:  
Consider: What does the National Apology mean to you? How is the 
Apology imprinted on your thinking and practices? What evidence is there of 
this? How can we go deeper in our thinking and practices than ‘ticking a box’ 
for accreditation? (Researcher: Journal entry: 13.05.09) 
Finding ways to attach diversity to issues such as whiteness and racism was critical 
to achieving more substantive outcomes including changes to policy and operational 
structures, and building reciprocal relationships with Indigenous people. When 
political angles are detached from diversity, then it is “harder for diversity to do 
anything in its travels” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 66). Put simply, diversity can be 
‘everywhere’ within an institution, yet achieve little in terms of substantive change.  
Documenting diversity 
Communal journals were the primary method of documenting how diversity 
‘travelled’ in the two research sites. As explained in Chapter 4, the communal 
journals were chosen by the participants as a method for recording the action 
research process. Summaries, concept maps, action plans, photographs and wish-lists 
were some of the ways participants recorded their daily activities around diversity 
work. As a form of documentation, the journals are re-read through whiteness theory 
in Chapters 6 and 7 to identify how they were used and how their contents (e.g., the 
concept maps and action plans) were taken up within the two centres. 
Over the course of the Cultural Project, the communal journals were used at 
both Centre A and B as evidence of meeting accreditation criteria related to 
responses to diversity in professional practice. Copies of journal entries were used as 
part of the documentation submitted for accreditation purposes, and the journals were 
shared with the visiting accreditation evaluator during planned and spontaneous 
inspections. As evidence for audit criteria, it could be said that the journals mobilised 
diversity as a “defense of reputation” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 151). Through the journals, 
the centres could project within and outside the institutional space a sense of being 
diverse and taking responsibility for diversity work. The practices reported in the 
journals were evaluated against diversity criteria outlined in the QIAS Quality 
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Practices Guide (2005) and were deemed ‘high quality’ against designated standards. 
As professional reputation is linked to accreditation and other regulatory outcomes in 
childcare settings (Grieshaber, 2000, 2002; Osgood, 2006), the journals became a 
form of defense of professional practice, and a form of organisational pride. 
Retrospectively, they also became a technology for reproducing whiteness. Within a 
white audit framework (the QIAS standards) based on Euro-American ideas of 
developmentally appropriate practice (NCAC, 2005), the work of the participants 
could be evaluated as ‘quality’ diversity work. The journals became a measure of 
good performance, but in essence, participants were documenting hidden racisms 
within the curriculum. For example, a ‘high quality’ standard was achieved at times 
by adding diversity-related practices to the existing curriculum – described by 
Ahmed (2007b, 2012) as adding ‘colour’ to the institution’s white ‘surface’. 
Documented intentions to connect with Indigenous people and organisations hid 
issues around non-Indigenous motivations for forming partnerships and the approach 
to accessing Indigenous knowledges, stories or ideas (see Chapter 6). While some 
practices recorded in the journals contributed to more equitable outcomes, whiteness 
theory enables a re-reading of how processes of whiteness were concealed behind a 
professional reputation of commitment and productivity around diversity work.  
A second point about the journals relates to how proposed courses of action 
were taken up within the two centres. Action plans developed by the participants 
outlined short, mid and long-term goals for each of the diversity-inspired projects. 
These plans proved useful for identifying human and material resources that could 
support desired or planned outcomes. For example, short-term goals related to 
embedding Indigenous perspectives at both centres included the purchase of an 
Aboriginal flag and a Torres Strait Islander flag to display in reception; evaluations 
of existing resources, and a visit to an Indigenous education centre. As the 
researcher, I was identified as a resource for providing materials to support self-
reflection including professional literature and theory. Long-term goals included 
involving Indigenous people in decision-making processes at the curriculum and 
operational levels, and hiring Indigenous staff (see Appendix D). The action plans 
were revisited frequently throughout the Cultural Project as a reference point to 
evaluate or revise project directions. Of concern is how the action plans provided the 
sense that the participants and I were doing enough, or doing well enough, simply by 
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documenting good intentions: Did the journals give a sense to participants and others 
at the end of the Cultural Project that there was nothing left to do – that issues of 
diversity had been addressed in the research sites and hence, irrevocably removed?  
Passing around the journals to parents, children, visitors, evaluators and 
audiences at seminars and conferences created a diversity ‘trail’ that was easily 
linked back to the two centres and the ‘success’ of the Cultural Project. The journals 
became a citable source (Ahmed, 2007b), in that the participants and I were asked on 
several occasions to bring them along for fellow educators to read and gain ideas. 
The ‘success’ of the journals, and by relation the Cultural Project, worked to conceal 
instances in which short and long-term goals were not achieved. While variables 
including time and structural constraints were factors in failing to implement some of 
the proposed actions, the journals themselves became “technologies of concealment” 
(Ahmed, 2007a, p. 164) by projecting productivity and masking inaction and hidden 
racisms. ‘Success’ could be attached to the journals because they became measurable 
criteria for ‘productive’ diversity work. As a measure that could be evaluated, 
‘ticked’ and re-used, the journals could be used as evidence of productivity without 
transparency about which proposed actions were taken up and why. For the 
participants, me and others, the communal journals provided a ‘happy’ story of 
diversity, rather than an unhappy story of hidden racisms (Ahmed, 2007a). 
Time 
In relation to time, existing institutional routines and practices impacted diversity 
work because participants claimed there was limited opportunity to action processes 
such as making connections with Indigenous communities. For some participants, 
time functioned as a form of resistance because it provided an excuse for inaction. 
For others, time was more or less available dependent on their role and associated 
professional responsibilities. In the Cultural Project, time became a critical 
commodity that was bought and traded for the purpose of doing diversity-related 
activities (e.g., forming relationships with Indigenous people and organisations, 
internet research, phone calls) that were separate from existing institutional goals and 
routines. While the Cultural Project succeeded in foregrounding diversity work in 
institutional practices for a period of time, this also created a barrier to diversity 
becoming an everyday or habitual practice. Foregrounding diversity work created 
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logistical and costing issues that became a form of institutional “trouble” (Ahmed, 
2012, p. 27). For example, hiring relief staff was essential for releasing more than 
one educator at a time to work collaboratively on diversity projects. The use of 
reception areas for internet research, telephone calls and printing also became a 
source of ‘trouble’ for administration staff who were asked to share their working 
space and resources with classroom educators. To cease being trouble, diversity work 
needed to be constructed as part of what the centres were already doing, outside of a 
sustained program of research. 
As a commodity, time gave recognition and value to the work of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in a material as well as symbolic sense. How time, energy 
and labour is directed within institutions affects how diversity work ‘surfaces’ – how 
it is passed around as a word, concept, document and form of action (Ahmed, 2007b, 
2012). Embedding Indigenous perspectives into the organisational flow of 
institutional life was dependent on how participants intervened in habitual practices 
and how they worked with the physicality of the buildings to project diversity onto 
white institutional spaces. What was projected became secondary at times to the 
process of embedding or ‘doing’ Indigenous perspectives, focussed on showing 
progress and improvements in practice. Additional time was needed as the Cultural 
Project advanced to refrain from the ‘doing’ of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
to focus on which aspects of this work were being taken up and why.  
Time can be read through whiteness in terms of its facility to enable 
proximity to individuals and organisations not represented within existing 
institutional frameworks. In the Cultural Project, time to connect with Indigenous 
people and organisations gave value to processes of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives, but the requirement for the action itself revealed the absence or failure 
to respond appropriately to this work in existing institutional practices. Thinking 
retrospectively, stepping outside the centres to ‘locate’ difference confirmed “the 
whiteness of what [was] already in place” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 33). That difference had 
to be ‘sought’ and invited into the research sites showed how whiteness oriented who 
and what could reside in the buildings unnoticed, or without commanding special 
attention. It also shows how diversity work can translate to a focus on ‘others’ rather 
than self-reflective practices about how diversity is constructed and positioned in 
relation to whiteness. In the Cultural Project, time and proximity enabled a 
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commodifying of Indigenous peoples and organisations because their presence was 
required to recast the centres as being diverse and taking responsibility for diversity 
work.  
Resources 
Indigenous peoples and organisations were also commodified in terms of being 
viewed by some participants as ‘cultural resources’ (Santoro & Reid, 2006). What 
Indigenous people were invited to do and how they could be present in the research 
sites was framed by ideas about Indigenous people that were limiting and sometimes 
stereotypical and presumptuous. For example, participants desired cultural 
knowledge in the form of Creation Stories, games and songs. More positively, they 
also sought support from Indigenous people in terms of appropriate curriculum 
design, and answers to questions about local history and governance. In this sense, 
there were times when the non-Indigenous participants employed Indigeneity as an 
epistemological possession (Moreton-Robinson, 2008) to provide what was missing 
from their professional repertoire. The absence of Indigenous parents or employees 
was viewed as a barrier to good practice, and the ‘arrival’ of Indigenous ‘guests’ or 
‘volunteers’ as a professional remedy. Questions about remuneration for time and 
expertise, and ongoing opportunities for consultation, were sometimes excused by 
the participants who claimed they needed to access a volunteer right away. Potential 
‘guests’ and ‘volunteers’ were sometimes spoken about only in terms of the 
immediate cultural knowledge, support and answers they could provide.  
In relation to material resources, one of the first activities undertaken in the 
Cultural Project was an inventory of existing resources of a cultural nature. 
Participants at both centres documented books, posters, dolls, musical instruments, 
puzzles and paintings, with the intent of observing over time how these resources 
were used and spoken about by children and educators. Re-reading the inventories 
through whiteness reveals how the presence and placement of a mosaic of resources 
can create an institutional character that is ‘natural’ to mainstream centres. Put 
simply, images, books and other resources enable institutions to project the ‘right’ 
institutional image (i.e., being diverse) and correct the ‘wrong’ one (i.e., whiteness) 
(Ahmed, 2012). The mere presence of a multitude of resources, regardless of their 
appropriateness and use, enabled the two centres to recast their institutions to some 
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degree as being pro-diversity and diverse, rather than all-white. Evaluations of the 
resources undertaken as part of the Cultural Project were secondary to having them 
on display for children, parents, visitors and evaluators. This showed an example of 
how diversity can become more about “changing perceptions of whiteness rather 
than changing the whiteness of organizations” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 34). Visible signs of 
culture add ‘colour’ to white institutional walls and spaces, but achieve little in terms 
of structural change. Adding ‘colour’ through books, dolls, posters and the like 
reproduces whiteness; whiteness continues to exist, but is less apparent or no longer 
perceived (Ahmed, 2012). 
The attributes of some resources created concerns for participants in terms of 
being too difficult to use (e.g., books that contained Aboriginal languages), or too 
political (i.e., the Indigenous flags) to the point of potentially ‘upsetting’ parents (see 
Chapter 7). Whiteness mediated which images of diversity were acceptable and 
which were not, resulting in some representations of Indigeneity surfacing within the 
institutional space and others not. Ahmed (2012) refers to this as a discourse of 
respectable diversity, meaning the acceptance of forms of difference that can be 
imagined and incorporated in broader national politics. Indigenous symbols 
including the Aboriginal flag have the potential to disturb whiteness at the centre 
(Moreton-Robinson, 2003, 2004), as reflected in the micro-politics of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives within the two participating centres.   
Relationships 
Here, I return briefly to the architecture of Centre A and B (Figures 5.1 and 5.2) to 
consider how the design of the buildings impacted relationships and communication. 
The separation of educators by walls and doors (bricks and mortar) impacted how 
conversations and actions around diversity travelled within the buildings. 
Participants had very little opportunity to connect during the day unless they were 
released from teaching at the same time. For this reason, communal areas at both 
centres became key sites for promoting discussion and connections between 
individuals and their diversity-inspired projects. Embedding diversity within an 
institution involves “working with the physicality of the institution: putting diversity 
into the organizational flow of things” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 28). To achieve 
organisational flow, it was critical to adopt a whole-centre approach to diversity 
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work. Outside the confined areas of individual classrooms, a whole-centre approach 
attracted communal activity in spaces such as the kitchens, staff rooms, hallways and 
reception areas (see Figures 5.1 and 5.2). These areas were accessed by all staff 
throughout the day and provided access to diversity work for staff employed on a 
casual basis, and those employed in professional roles including administration and 
the kitchen. In the communal areas the staff and I could make use of the space with 
maximum exposure to others. At the same time, there were possibilities to blend in 
with communal activity. These areas allowed for a flow of conversation and a flow 
of contributors to conversations not available elsewhere in the buildings due to 
architectural design.  
Relationships and communication among the participants became a formal 
and informal mechanism (Ahmed, 2012) that influenced how some activities became 
institutional priorities over others. Negotiations of competing interests and agendas 
were common between participants despite the appearance of collaboration and 
solidarity tied to a whole-centre approach to diversity work. Because of a whole-
centre approach, diversity became a means of constituting a ‘we’ predicated on 
solidarity with others (see Chapter 7). However, there were instances when solidarity 
translated to asserting the superiority of one form of politics over another (Ahmed, 
2012) in both positive and negative ways. For example, participants with intentions 
to be more overtly political in their choice of classroom activities joined forces with 
colleagues and people in positions of power to give authority to their choices. Those 
unwilling to embed Indigenous perspectives were sometimes labelled as the ‘racist’ – 
an individual figure that allows institutional forms of racism to recede from view 
(Ahmed, 2012; Sleeter, 1993, 1994; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995). Labelling a 
colleague ‘racist’ meant the reproduction of racism could be attributed to select 
individuals. This absolved other whites and the institution from responsibility for 
everyday forms of racism; thus, making available anti-racist standpoints and 
projections (see Chapters 6 and 7). Politics was tied not only to diversity work, but 
also managerial channels of communication and decision-making processes. I too 
was impacted by how the directors (the gatekeepers) structured time and space 
around diversity work, and the degrees to which diversity was viewed as an 
institutional priority at different times throughout the research. While my presence as 
researcher assured diversity was bought into view, as an outsider, I too had to 
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compete for institutional attentions. My role as outsider and white researcher is 
explored in the final section to unsettle my own contributions to the research process. 
5.3 White researcher 
I begin this section by unsettling my intentions for this research and the professional 
‘gains’ that I have made by being involved in research on embedding Indigenous 
perspectives as a non-Indigenous, white person. This research attended to my 
personal interest in culturally inclusive practice. It provided a space for learning 
about the issues, concerns and successes experienced by fellow white educators 
committed to achieving more equitable practices in early childhood education. This 
research was also contradictory in the sense that it reproduced many of the issues 
around race, racism and whiteness that it sought to disrupt. Retrospectively, I can 
make space in my writing to critique the research processes and outcomes, but this 
does not detract from the personal and professional benefits I have gained from being 
involved in research on embedding Indigenous perspectives. On the personal front, I 
like to think that I am committed to ongoing self-reflection and analysis of the 
influence of my own cultural background on my thinking and professional practice. 
However, the extent to which I engage in this practice and evidence of doing it are 
not required in the spaces in which I live and work. When I do engage in this practice 
overtly, I am seen by other white people to be what Lampert (2003) refers to as “one 
of the good guys” (p. 23). At the university, I can be seen to be an active contributor 
to institutional goals around diversity, and I can even claim to be achieving these 
goals as an individual simply by aligning my work with institutional statements. I 
can also attract sympathy for my efforts in ‘dealing’ with Indigenous issues 
(Lampert, 2003) in my teaching, writing, presentations, and discussions around the 
dinner table at home. My commitment to diversity work, and embedding Indigenous 
perspectives more specifically, becomes a powerful discourse in terms of being “an 
intangible thing that is given tangible qualities” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 130) in the spaces 
in which I operate. I can show commitment through actions and talk and benefit 
personally and professionally from doing so, but there are no repercussions if I 
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Following completion of this research, professional gains have come by way 
of offers to present at conferences, conduct professional development workshops and 
publish. These activities are markers of achieving professional standards in my work 
and contribute to gains including promotion and monetary reimbursement for my 
time and ‘expertise’. In this sense, I benefit from speaking about a research project 
on embedding Indigenous perspectives, without having to be directly accountable to 
Indigenous people. I like to think that I commit constantly to evaluating the content 
on which I present, but I am not overtly accountable for doing so and can never 
detach whiteness and racism from my talk and actions. When I do express worry or 
concern about the content of my presentations and how I am perceived as the (white) 
presenter, I can use this worry to show accountability for my work, regardless of 
whether this leads to changes in what I do or not. Despite this fact, I gain 
professional regard for addressing a topic deemed ‘difficult’ or ‘touchy’.  
Taking ownership of diversity work is tied to some sense of preparedness that 
stems from my previous learning at university and in the field, and from teaching in 
an Indigenous studies unit. A sense of preparedness does not detract from the 
challenges of diversity work including engagement with Indigenous perspectives as a 
non-Indigenous person, but it does indicate a willingness to engage and commit to 
ongoing learning. Correspondingly, I am sometimes positioned at the university and 
in professional development circles as the person ‘who does the diversity stuff’. In 
my own hallway at work, I am one of the few ‘go to’ people for ways to address or 
embed Indigenous perspectives in teaching. Often, diversity work becomes the 
responsibility of a select few, despite the general institutional principle that diversity 
is the responsibility of everyone (Ahmed, 2012).  
In relation to sharing the research process with other white participants, there 
were ongoing concerns about taking up the position of, and being positioned as, an 
‘enlightened’ white person (Levine-Rasky, 2000, 2002). Being ‘enlightened’ could 
be attached not only to my prior experiences of learning what it means to be white in 
Australia, but also knowledge gained at university in terms of diversity-related 
theories and practices. University knowledge had capital within the research sites 
because the before-school sector is characterised by a vocational pedagogy which 
limits access to more abstract, theoretical knowledge (Wheelahan, 2011). My 
association with a university as a postgraduate student and part-time tutor meant I 
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brought a certain kind of knowledge not readily available to childcare educators and 
institutions. This knowledge gained additional capital in the research sites because it 
was attached to matters of culture, including embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
Advising participants on matters of culture was part of my role as researcher in terms 
of leading the action research process. While I at times resisted being the leader in 
line with notions of action research as a non-hierarchical approach to research 
(Stringer, 1999, 2008), taking up a position of authority was necessary to some 
degree to establish merit as an outside contributor to diversity work, and to support 
the initiation of the research process more generally. Taking up the position of leader 
granted me a certain authority, but retrospectively, this authority was also attached to 
my whiteness. That I could gain access to the research sites, and speak with 
‘authority’ about embedding Indigenous perspectives, was linked to the ways 
whiteness gives presence and voice to some and silences others in institutional 
spaces (Ahmed, 2012; Lampert, 2003). That I could accept, negotiate and resist 
constructions of ‘authority, ‘expert’ and being ‘enlightened’ showed how these 
positions were readily available to me in the research sites.  
Accepting, negotiating and resisting notions of ‘authority’ and ‘expertise’ 
about cultural matters involved a range of strategies including deferring to my white 
identity. There were times when being white provided choices around positioning 
myself as being more ‘enlightened’ than other whites to guide or re-direct the 
participants’ thinking and practices. Showing I had reached a certain level of 
understanding about what it means to be white in a colonising context meant I could 
challenge ‘less’ informed views on whiteness and racism. I also had the choice of 
claiming a lack of knowledge as a non-Indigenous, white person when I was unsure 
about how best to proceed in the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives (e.g., 
building relationships with Indigenous organisations). Resisting notions of 
‘authority’ involved drawing attention to the practical expertise of the participants 
and their experiences of working with families from diverse cultures and ethnicities 
on a daily basis. Practical expertise could not be demonstrated in a university context 
where I spoke about, but was not involved in, ongoing work with families. It also 
involved drawing on participants’ procedural knowledge in terms of initiating 
changes to centre policies and negotiations with the management committee. While I 
mostly resisted notions of authority (e.g., by drawing attention to participants’ 
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expertise and toning-down academic-speak), my position as leader of the research 
and key contributor to diversity work, and my presence and ‘fit’ with the white 
contours of the research sites, meant I had credibility if and when I tried to resist 
taking authority. In one instance, Tanya (Centre A) drew on my position of 
‘authority’ when she introduced me as her “lecturer from the university” (Tanya: 28, 
3: 19.09.08) to justify my presence and input in an interview with participants in her 
teacher-as-researcher study about the role of Cultural Support Workers. Following 
the interview, I learned that the participants in Tanya’s study had questioned the 
relevance of my presence prior to my arrival. In this respect, my position at the 
university became a bargaining tool of sorts for Tanya, but ultimately, it was 
whiteness that mediated my participation and input, and how others could construct 
me to support their endeavours. Through whiteness, I could adopt the position of an 
‘expert’ or ‘enlightened’ white, either by self-proclamation or by proxy. 
In this next section I turn to reflexive anti-racism (Kowal et al., 2009) to 
enable some ambiguity in my critique to consider how whiteness operated to benefit 
me as a white researcher in the research sites. To reiterate, reflexive anti-racism 
attends to the mutuality of racism and anti-racism in the talk and actions of 
individuals (Kowal et al., 2009). As a white woman, I was perceived in a mostly 
collegial, non-threatening way, because in a bodily sense I shared the same cultural 
background as the participants. My sometimes overt rejections of participants’ racist 
speech and actions were not seen as being reactive, irrational or angry, as is 
sometimes the case for Indigenous people (Lampert, 2003; Phillips, 2011). My views 
were rarely resisted. Rather, my responses usually became a point from which 
participants were amenable to evaluating their comments and actions more deeply. 
This positive response was likely tied up with power relations that underpin the 
relationship between leaders of research (i.e., those with authority) and participants, 
but sharing the research space with other white educators enabled me to be 
intentional and strategic in terms of disrupting participants’ thinking and actions 
throughout the research process. Because of my position as researcher and my 
whiteness, my intent to question and challenge existing practices was viewed by the 
participants mostly in an intellectual rather than emotive sense (Phillips, 2011). I 
understood this as actions including participants’ note-taking on what I contributed 
and willingness to read articles I suggested to support deeper understanding. In this 
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sense, I could resist and reject overt forms of racism without being seen to be overtly 
hostile to participants’ existing understandings. In the same way that participants felt 
more ‘comfortable’ being overtly racist in my presence because I share cultural 
characteristics, I too could make use of these characteristics and my acceptance in 
the research sites to push particular agendas and outcomes in relation to diversity 
work. At times, the intent to disrupt led to positive outcomes including the 
introduction of Indigenous protocol and building relationships with Indigenous 
people and organisations. My input, participants’ work and resulting outcomes were 
fraught with underlying racisms, but also showed how ongoing discussion, debate 
and attempts at action produced some positive change. Some changes, while not 
wholly anti-racist (which isn’t wholly possible), had reciprocal benefits for local 
Indigenous people and the non-Indigenous participants (see Chapter 6).  
Through engagement with whiteness theory, this chapter has presented a re-
reading of the research sites, the development of the Cultural Project and my position 
as white researcher. This theoretical framing enabled a retrospective reading of the 
ways whiteness and racism operated as the ‘behind’ and the ‘surface’ of the Cultural 
Project. Whiteness was shown to operate as a precondition within the research sites 
by exploring their specific location and architectural features. The reproduction of 
whiteness was also shown through a critique of what was projected onto the ‘surface’ 
of the Cultural Project, constructed by the participants, me and others as ‘productive’ 
diversity work. In the two data chapters (Chapters 6 and 7) following, I present 
findings related to Research Question 1 about the impact of whiteness on embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in two urban early childhood centres. Specifically, I 
examine the impact of whiteness on consultation with Indigenous people and 
organisations in Chapter 6, and the impact of whiteness on process and content in the 
work of embedding Indigenous perspectives in Chapter 7. Examples of professional 
development activities undertaken by the participants are drawn into the analysis in 
Chapters 6 and 7 in response to Research Question 2 about the impact of a sustained 
program of professional development on participants’ thinking and actions.  
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The purpose of this chapter is to identify how whiteness impacted actual and 
proposed forms of consultation with Indigenous people and organisations during this 
research. How consultation focussed on curriculum development, whole-centre 
activities and community engagement is examined to identify how racialising 
practices mediated the participating educators’ attempts at contact and how they 
positioned Indigenous people in interactional patterns.  
Building relationships with Indigenous people and organisations is a central 
tenet of embedding Indigenous perspectives. As discussed in Chapter 2, engagement 
with local Indigenous people ideally takes place in the initial stages of this work to 
support the development of an appropriate and culturally relevant framework for 
professional practice. How Indigenous people benefit from relationships with 
mainstream educational institutions is dependent on reciprocity, cultural safety, 
spaces for self-representation, and the overall approach employed by the centre or 
school (Butler-Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Craven, 1998,1999; Grace & Trudgett, 
2012; Kitson & Bowes, 2010; McNaughton & Hughes, 2007; SNAICC, 2010). At 
both Centre A and Centre B, consultation with local Indigenous people was seen to 
be a long-term goal or end-point. The initial focus on immediate, pragmatic activities 
such as evaluations of resources and learning experiences resulted in engagement 
with Indigenous people and organisations occurring mid-way or toward the end of 
the Cultural Project, if at all. While there was increasing recognition for the need to 
re-think motivations and approach, the educators’ reasoning and their often reactive 
approach to consultation (e.g., I need an Indigenous person right away) produced 
ongoing tensions in terms of appropriateness and achieving reciprocity. This chapter 
is positioned ahead of focusing on the pragmatics of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives (e.g., just tell me how to do it) in Chapter 7 to highlight the importance 
of consultation and building relationships with Indigenous people and community. 
At the two participating centres, uncertainty about who to approach and 
previous unsuccessful attempts influenced when, how and if educators contacted 
Indigenous individuals and/or organisations. Despite uncertainty, discussions around 
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consultation occurred from the beginning of the Cultural Project. Educators spoke 
about wanting and ‘needing’ to connect with local Indigenous people and 
documented these goals as part of their action plans. At Centre A, long-term goals 
included the participation of Indigenous people on the management committee, 
connecting with Elders, and building a working relationship with a local Indigenous 
childcare centre. At Centre B, educators spoke about contacting parents and Elders 
for content knowledge and resources, organising a Multicultural Evening, and 
connecting with a local Indigenous state school.  
In this chapter, I show how the educators’ attempts at consultation were 
mediated by intent to access, manipulate and ‘own’ aspects of Indigeneity. Drawing 
on conversation data, I first consider expectations around Indigenous participation by 
exploring how the educators positioned Indigenous people and organisations in their 
talk, actions and inaction. I then use this analysis as the basis for identifying 
whiteness discourses that operated in their non-Indigenous/Indigenous interactions. 
Second, I draw on what participants wrote in the communal journals to show how 
they documented their intent and outcomes around consultation and how this often 
concealed whiteness. Section 6.1 examines the educators’ understanding of their 
need for Indigenous authority/involvement in curriculum development. Section 6.2 
explores the boundaries they set around Indigenous participation in whole-centre 
activities. Community engagement is the focus of Section 6.3 to consider educators’ 
rationalisations for initiating contact outside the centre and the impacts of the 
approaches employed. Analysis in Sections 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 provides understanding 
about relationships between individual standpoints, the social and cultural 
positioning of Indigenous peoples, and racialising practices in non-Indigenous/ 
Indigenous interactions. The chapter concludes with commentary about tensions 
between the need for consultation and the approaches employed by the participating 
non-Indigenous educators and centres represented in this research.  
6.1 Indigenous authority and curriculum development: “I don’t want to do 
the tokenistic thing ...” 
Throughout the Cultural Project, numerous educators spoke about the desire to move 
beyond tokenistic forms of curriculum, and also stated that Indigenous authority or 
involvement was necessary to do so. Indigenous parents, families and community 
members (of whom there were only a few) were often positioned as expert ‘knowers’ 
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and resources pertaining to Indigenous ways of “being, knowing and doing” (Martin, 
2005, p. 27). By the same token, the absence of Indigenous families within the parent 
body was seen to be a barrier to the development of culturally relevant curriculum, as 
evident in Jenny’s response to my question from early in the Cultural Project about 
what Indigenous perspectives could ‘look’ like at Centre A: 
For me, I would like to explore that more within [the centre], but it’s really 
hard because we don’t have any Indigenous families, and for me, I don’t want 
to do the tokenistic thing of “Let’s do a dot painting and let’s …” you know. I 
want it to be ingrained within, but I think the barrier is not having any 
[Indigenous] parents there to help and explore that with ... it’s also knowing 
what’s culturally appropriate too. We do that whole project around NAIDOC 
[National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance Committee] and I know 
one of the staff was really looking into it because we do Aboriginal art, but 
art tells a story and we don’t know the story. (Jenny: 20, 95: 12.09.08)  
Jenny described the absence of Indigenous families as a “barrier” to exploring 
Indigenous perspectives and developing curriculum that was not “the tokenistic 
thing”. The absence of Indigenous families became an excuse for inaction and a 
point of tension for Jenny; wanting to explore Indigenous perspectives on one hand, 
but wanting to avoid a tokenistic approach on the other. To avoid tokenism, Jenny 
negotiated measures of what it means to be an inclusive educator; one who actively 
embeds cultural perspectives and values different from one’s own, and one who 
avoids a tokenistic approach through self-analysis and real interactions with families 
and community members (Diller & Moule, 2005; Dudgeon et al., 2010). In one 
sense, the absence of Indigenous families provided Jenny with understandable 
justification for inaction when considered against expectations of inclusive practice. 
In another sense, it paralysed action and the need for non-Indigenous educators to 
take an intellectual and emotional risk to embed Indigenous perspectives (Butler-
Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Smith, 2010). 
For Jenny, success in Indigenous-related activities required Indigenous 
authority or involvement, thus viewing such activities as being outside of her 
professional expertise. She cited a lack of knowledge – “we don’t know the story” – 
and sought the involvement of Indigenous families and parents to do the work of 
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embedding Indigenous perspectives which she labelled as being “really hard”. To 
know what was “culturally appropriate”, Jenny determined she needed to rely on the 
authority or involvement of Indigenous persons. She ascribed positions of authority 
and expertise to Indigenous parents who would “help” with the development of 
culturally relevant curriculum. Consulting with Indigenous people/organisations is 
recommended practice but, in the relationship Jenny constructed, Indigenous parents 
were assumed to be cultural experts who could bring authority, ability and a 
willingness to impart culturally specific information (Kitson & Bowes, 2010; Santoro 
& Reid, 2006). A consequence of this positioning is that parental expertise is 
attached to matters of culture only (Harrison, 2008). The parents Jenny desired 
would likely be constructed first and foremost as ‘Indigenous parents’ rather than 
‘parents’. Within such a construction, Indigenous parents could be ‘experts’ on 
Indigenous culture, but may have limited options to be experts on anything else 
(Basit & Santoro, 2011; Santoro & Reid, 2006). This could result in high stakes 
interactions for both parties, but particularly for Indigenous parents expected to 
provide cultural information that may be outside their lived experiences. 
The notion of parents as cultural resource also featured in discussions with 
Kylie, the Multicultural Officer at Centre B. Kylie made frequent mention of a 
former parent who she relied upon to access cultural information and resources. In 
this conversation, Kylie and I were discussing existing efforts with embedding 
Indigenous perspectives at Centre B and why further initiatives had stalled. The 
“Aboriginal culture mother” Kylie refers to is drawn in to help locate Indigenous 
contacts, information and resources. 
Kylie: We’ve got puzzles and pictures and that sort of stuff. We’ve 
only just got the cultural games and we’ve got Dreamtime 
Stories but like I said, I’d like to take that a step further. I 
know a couple of the Dreaming Stories because I’ve gone to 
some of the cultural festivals and an Elder sat with me and told 
me a couple of the stories and I had boomerangs, magnetic 
ones on my fridge and she told me the stories of those ones 
and I find them very interesting but to get someone to come 
and expand more on that, we’re having a lot of difficulty. 
(Kylie: 47, 254: 09.02.09) 
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Researcher: Okay, so one of the things we could have a look at is ways to 
make connections with local communities and the reasons for 
doing that. Like, who’s benefitting and that sort of thing. 
(Researcher: 47, 263: 09.02.09) 
Kylie: But finding Indigenous contacts is hard, getting the 
information’s hard or they say well try this person and then, 
like I said, my Aboriginal culture mother tried her areas. I tried 
at the multicultural festival and got some more places we 
could contact but none of them were available that they could 
get anyone out. Like I said because the majority of the result I 
got back was “Oh but children in that age group are too young 
to understand”. So, well, we haven’t got any further.             
(Kylie: 47, 265: 09.02.09) 
Kylie’s attempts at consultation showed initiative to become involved in Indigenous 
community events and engage the support of an Aboriginal woman, a former parent 
at Centre B, with whom she had an established relationship. Such approaches are of 
value in building relationships between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people and 
organisations (Hytten, 2007; McLaughlin et al., 2012; Miller et al., 2002). Drawing 
the “Aboriginal culture mother” into attempts to make contact is opportune, but also 
suggests a positioning of the parent as a cultural ‘broker’ or ‘bridge’, described by 
Santoro and Reid (2006) as an Indigenous person called on to negotiate interactions 
between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people and organisations. It is possible and 
plausible that Kylie asked the mother to make contact with Indigenous persons/ 
organisations on her behalf given their established parent-educator relationship. 
Kylie indicated in other conversations that she had asked the mother for cultural 
information in the past, as seen here:   
I lucked out because one of my past parents has Aboriginal heritage so I 
asked her for copies of games and stories, all the information. I have a cousin 
who is in teaching and a niece who’s in teaching, so I photocopied the whole 
set and sent them a set because you can’t get it. It’s just stuff we don’t know, 
stuff you can’t get. (Kylie: 71, 169: 08.05.09) 
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Kylie’s point that she “lucked out” with access to an Aboriginal parent and by proxy 
“stuff we don’t know, stuff you can’t get”, highlighted difficulties for non-
Indigenous educators in terms of a lack of content knowledge, and accessing 
information and resources. It also highlighted the sometimes acquisitive approach 
employed by non-Indigenous people to accessing Indigenous knowledges, stories or 
ideas (Perey & Pike, 2010). Drawing on local knowledge is ideal, although 
educators’ desires for information often overrides considerations that some parents 
may not feel qualified or be in a position to comment in an informed way about 
cultural knowledge and its application in childcare programs (SNAICC, 2010). 
While Jenny’s (Centre A) positioning of Indigenous parents as cultural ‘helpers’ was 
supposed, Kylie’s interaction showed how actual expectations of some parents 
stretch customary parent-educator relationships. It would appear the parent was in a 
position to provide cultural information about “games and stories” relevant to 
Aboriginal cultures. She was also positioned as an informant and subject to 
expectations of filling gaps in the knowledge and resourcing of a white teacher 
(Khan, 2005; Santoro & Reid, 2006). Cultural knowledge was assumed to be 
available, accessible and distributable to others. 
The positioning of Indigenous parents sits among other issues around 
consultation evident in Kylie’s comments about why initiatives with embedding 
Indigenous perspectives had stalled at Centre B. Kylie had experienced issues with 
accessing Indigenous persons/organisations to visit the centre, as indicated in the 
comments, “to get someone to come and expand more on that, we’re having a lot of 
difficulty” and “none of them were available that they could get anyone out” (Kylie: 
47, 254: 09.02.09). She also mentioned difficulties with accessing information and 
activities suitable for young children when reporting that the majority of respondents 
had said, “Oh but children in that age group are too young to understand” (Kylie: 47, 
265: 09.02.09). Both excuses were used as justification for why educators at Centre 
B “haven’t got any further” (Kylie: 47, 265: 09.02.09). Similar to Jenny, the 
unavailability of individuals/organisations validated inaction for Kylie, particularly 
since nothing had come from seemingly solid attempts to make contact with 
Indigenous persons for curriculum support. Kylie could claim that inaction was 
instigated by Indigenous people themselves, rather than being a result of her own 
actions. In stating that “none of them were available” (Kylie: 47, 265: 09.02.09) and 
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the “majority” (Kylie: 47, 265: 09.02.09) were sceptical about the suitability of 
content for young children, she could negatively assign Indigenous people as 
responsible for inaction, instead of evaluating her own motivations and approach 
(Ahmed, 2012; Fredericks, 2009a, 2009c). This made it possible for Kylie to refute 
my comment about looking at the reasoning behind consultation and considering 
who benefits from contact arrangements. 
Researcher: Okay, so one of the things we could have a look at is ways to 
make connections with local communities and the reasons for 
doing that. Like, who’s benefitting and that sort of thing. 
(Researcher: 47, 263: 09.02.09) 
Kylie: But, finding Indigenous contacts is hard, getting the 
information’s hard … (Kylie: 47, 265: 09.02.09) 
I suggest that Kylie was experiencing a sense of exclusion from supposed entitlement 
to have access to all knowledge. This is explained by Jones (1999) as a marker of 
“the refusal of the already-privileged to accept that some knowledges and 
relationships might not be available” (p. 311). I did not respond verbally to Kylie’s 
comment, but I made a point of recording my recommendation to look at “ways to 
make connections with local communities” (Researcher: 47, 263: 09.02.09) in the 
action plan we were working on together at the time. I wasn’t in a position to refute 
that Kylie’s experience of initiating contact had been hard, but I also wasn’t prepared 
to let past difficulties direct future action (or in this case, inaction) and allow Kylie to 
give up easily. Retrospectively, I too demonstrated refusal to accept that some 
relationships such as the type Kylie was imagining might not be available and that 
the desire for consultation rests largely with the already-privileged (Jones, 1999). 
Kylie’s attempts at consultation (i.e., attending cultural festivals, contacting 
organisations) showed initiative. However, her motivations for accessing curriculum 
support raise questions about her desired content and boundaries for participation. 
Kylie’s reason for initiating contact was to have someone visit the centre to expand 
curriculum activities such as “Dreaming Stories” and “cultural games” (Kylie: 47, 
254: 09.02.09). Such activities are valuable for young children and show respect for 
culture and community, but as stand-alone experiences they maintain a focus on 
fragmented cultural practices rather than whole systems of Indigenous knowledge 
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(Townsend-Cross, 2004). A focus on singular activities also places boundaries and 
limitations on how Indigenous people can represent themselves during visits to 
educational contexts. Kylie’s invitation focussed on storytelling, whereby an 
Indigenous visitor would share “Dreaming Stories” and support Kylie to expand 
these stories into other curriculum areas. This invitation was somewhat conditional, 
meaning Kylie ascribed which Indigenous-related experiences were of value and 
suitable for children in the classroom space. Imtoual et al. (2009) describe this as an 
exclusionary form of hospitality that enables the host to set the agenda for 
participation without risk of “becoming hostage” (p. 19) to those who enter the 
classroom. A focus on “Dreaming Stories” and “cultural games” was perhaps safe for 
Kylie because Indigenous people can be ‘known’ as storytellers and artists in the 
conscience of non-Indigenous people without risk to relational positioning and 
understanding. Although unintentional, Kylie’s belief that finding Indigenous 
contacts and information was “hard” (Kylie: 47, 265: 09.02.09) was based on her 
rigid requirements around the kind of person she was looking for. In addition, her 
reasoning for inaction did not take into account the time needed to develop 
relationships, or that Indigenous individuals/organisations may be busy and have 
responsibilities and priorities in their own communities. 
In relation to content suitable for young children, Connor (2007) suggests that 
some Dreaming Stories require words of caution about their suitability for different 
age groups. Young children may have difficulty inferring the morals and messages 
inherent in Dreaming Stories, although all young children in childcare settings can 
benefit from exposure to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and beliefs 
from a very early age (Bamford & Maguire, 2009; Connor, 2007; Wilson, 2008). If 
the only Indigenous contributions Kylie could imagine were centred on Dreaming 
Stories and if some of these are indeed inappropriate for young children, then Kylie 
is faced with limited options. I suggest that Kylie feels paralysed because her 
imagination of what is possible is so constrained. 
Toward the end of the Cultural Project, Jenny and Kylie had moved forward 
with their own efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives in their curriculum. I viewed 
this as an important outcome given it is not always possible to have ongoing 
consultation with Indigenous persons/organisations for a variety of reasons, and 
because embedding Indigenous perspectives in genuine ways at the centre level in 
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the absence of Indigenous contacts is both necessary and challenging. To provide an 
example of educators overcoming ‘barriers’ with consultation I draw on the final 
interview with Jenny in March of 2009. In the interview, Jenny reiterated her 
concerns about tokenism, and in response to my comment about family 
demographics, indicated a shift in her thinking about the work of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in the absence of Indigenous families. 
Jenny: In the past, we had all these kids from different cultures, 
working with those families was like what we did as part of 
our everyday. But I think for people, and for me too, I didn’t 
want to appear tokenistic, to be, “Okay, so there’s no 
Indigenous families, how are we going to do this in a 
meaningful way?” So there was all these other issues that 
came up because of the way the centre has changed. 
(Jenny: 62, 929: 17.03.09) 
Researcher:  Yes, the demographic. And I guess it comes back to our 
conversations about the importance of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives for all children, even if your student cohort is 
white. (Researcher: 62, 930:17.03.09) 
Jenny: And I see that now. It’s probably more [participant emphasis] 
important ... you lose that idea of it not being necessary.            
(Jenny: 62, 932: 17.03.09) 
In this conversation, Jenny indicated capacity to overcome ‘barriers’ to embedding 
Indigenous perspectives including the absence of Indigenous families and concerns 
with tokenism. She moved from inaction to understanding the importance of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives for all children regardless of the family 
demographic – often a difficult concept for white educators who resist the challenge 
of diversity work in the absence of any recognisable diversity (Ahmed, 2012; 
Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). Jenny’s comment that it’s “probably more 
important” for non-Indigenous children showed that embedding Indigenous 
perspectives had become more than responding to the cultural background of a 
particular family group. The work became more “ingrained within” (Jenny: 20, 95: 
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12.09.08) the curriculum – a desire Jenny expressed from the outset of the Cultural 
Project.  
Whiteness as duty  
Jenny (Centre A) and Kylie (Centre B) wanted to ensure that Indigenous people were 
involved in curriculum development. Their desire for Indigenous authority in the 
form of cultural knowledge was genuine, but their talk and actions shaped a diversity 
narrative based on the concept of duty (Ahmed, 2012). The only positioning offered 
to Indigenous parents and visitors was that of informant (Khan, 2005). In this role, 
they became targeted resources (Gareau, 2003) who provide cultural authority for 
diversity components of mainstream curriculum. Parents and visitors would be/were 
expected to “deploy [their] Indigeneity” (Paradies, 2006, p. 358) in the childcare 
sites, thus servicing non-Indigenous educators by providing forms of cultural 
knowledge to support curriculum development. In this sense, Indigenous parents and 
visitors were positioned as subjects and objects who ‘consent’ to terms of 
participation managed by the white educator, in an institution shaped on white terms. 
The knowledge they provided would benefit non-Indigenous children and educators 
only.  
Where possible, the participation of Indigenous people and organisations 
should be central to curriculum development about embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. Of concern is not whether non-Indigenous centres should initiate 
contact with Indigenous persons/organisations, but rather the imbalanced nature of 
the relationship between Indigenous people as service providers and non-Indigenous 
educators as knowledge commissioners (Walter, 2011). In the data excerpts above, 
this relationship resulted in what Ahmed (2012) refers to as an “increasing proximity 
to those norms that historically have been exclusive” (p. 164). Placing boundaries 
around Indigenous participation at Centres A and B reinforced a relational space in 
which ways of being Indigenous and Indigenous knowledges were subject to 
reproductions of colonialism in the form of duty and servicing. 
6.2 Indigenous participation in whole-centre activities: “It’s also quite tricky” 
In line with a whole-centre approach to embedding Indigenous perspectives, Centre 
A considered inviting local Indigenous people to participate as members of the 
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management committee. This committee was the employing body and was 
responsible for decisions made about the everyday running of the centre. Leslie, the 
director, raised the idea as a long-term goal and included it on her action plan during 
a conversation with Jenny (group leader) and me early in the Cultural Project. 
It’s an interesting issue because there is scope within our constitution to have 
[Indigenous] community people on our management committee, not just 
parents, but we haven’t used that, but there is potential around that. It’s also 
quite tricky because the management committee is involved in a lot of very 
detailed personal stuff around all sorts of things about managing the centre. 
But it doesn’t mean that you can’t deal with that. We’re reviewing the 
constitution at the moment so even looking at some potential for how you 
could perhaps build in some other structure which was like associate 
members or advisory members or something like that. 
(Leslie: 20, 474: 12.09.08) 
Here, Leslie made a subtle differentiation between two very different forms of 
participation. The afterthought that “community people” could be “associate” or 
“advisory” members positions Indigenous individuals on the periphery of the 
management structure and affords a position of ongoing control to the non-
Indigenous (white, middle class) management group. This is reflective of 
contemporary forms of colonialism that reveal how dominant roles are still expected 
by whites in relation to Indigenous people (Kessaris, 2006). Leslie’s suggestion that 
Indigenous people could be “advisory members” raises questions about what they 
would be invited to advise on, particularly given her comment that participation is 
“quite tricky” because of “very detailed personal stuff” to do with “managing the 
centre”. As the committee is responsible for decisions about the everyday running of 
the centre, associate or advisory membership could become token, with Indigenous 
members excluded from having direct ownership over centre matters. Such a model 
situates Indigenous people outside key institutional structures under the guise of 
participation. It also constructs Indigenous participation along racialised lines 
(Colbung et al., 2007; Dei, 2008; Fredericks, 2009c). 
Constitutional “scope” and “potential” for community participation was 
promising. Leslie commented that Centre A hadn’t used this option previously and 
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labelled the idea “an interesting issue”. I read this as relating to the messiness or 
micropolitics of committee business, as well as concern about ‘saving’ community 
people from having to deal with the committee’s “detailed personal stuff”. Leslie 
stated any “personal stuff” could be dealt with; thus implying that personal issues 
could be remedied so as not to impact Indigenous participation. While perhaps 
benevolent, Leslie’s talk and actions continued to diminish or marginalise potential 
for Indigenous participation. Following on from documenting her idea about the 
inclusion of community people on the management committee, she said:  
Leslie: Too many ideas and not enough time ... finding out about the 
Elders is probably feasible within this project, isn’t it? We 
would have time to do all those [short-term] things and link 
with the Elders. We could talk about maybe inviting them to 
the AGM or the general meetings. (Leslie: 20, 492: 12.09.08)  
Jenny: I thought you could talk about that seeing as you’re the 
director. (Jenny: 20, 496: 12.09.08) 
Leslie: That was one thing we were talking about, whether we could 
just invite them to the general meeting in October and an 
AGM in March next year. See whether we could invite them 
to do a Welcome to Country maybe for us. 
(Leslie: 20, 497: 12.09.08) 
In this suggestion, notions of participation shift to more temporary forms focussed on 
protocol rather than ongoing participation in the life of the centre. Linking with 
Elders and inviting them to perform a Welcome to Country at significant events is an 
important demonstration of respect and aligns with recommendations for childcare 
settings in terms of embedding Indigenous perspectives (Bamford & Maguire, 2009; 
Butler-Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Miller et al., 2002; Wilson, 2008). In Leslie’s 
case, it also indicated how perceived issues with time and perhaps a desire for a more 
assured outcome influenced what Indigenous participation could look like at Centre 
A. Leslie spoke about time in relation to what was feasible over the course of the 
Cultural Project. She also made the general comment, “too many ideas and not 
enough time”. Here, Leslie constructed time and, in this case, embedding Indigenous 
perspectives as forms of institutional “trouble” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 27). In doing so, 
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she focussed on participation only in terms of what she viewed as being achievable 
within a sustained program of research, rather than what Centre A would commit to 
long-term. To cease being ‘trouble’, Indigenous participation would need to be 
constructed as part of routine practices at Centre A and upheld as such in the 
constitution. 
Jenny’s comment that Leslie “could talk about that” (inviting Elders to 
perform a Welcome to Country) seeing she was the director referred to 
communication with the management committee. As the director, Leslie was 
responsible for liaising with the committee about changes at the curriculum and 
operational levels. In non-profit childcare centres such as Centre A, the management 
committee is both the employer and clients. For Leslie, this equated to an often 
complex relationship with the committee and constant negotiation of power and 
authority in her role as director. As an employee of the committee, Leslie was 
positioned less powerfully in committee processes. As the professional leader, she 
was also responsible for advocating for improvements and change. The participation 
of community people (direct or otherwise) on the management committee would 
have resulted in structural change in terms of decision-making processes, 
communication channels and, potentially, leadership positions. This level of 
committee reorganisation carries risk for non-Indigenous people in positions of 
power in terms of disruptions to existing power/knowledge bases (Blase, 2005). How 
willing Leslie was to advocate for structural change and/or the introduction of the 
Welcome to Country protocol and whether she raised these ideas with the committee 
is unknown. What is known is one outcome of Centre A’s constitutional review in 
relation to Indigenous issues, namely, the introduction of an acknowledgement to 
Traditional Owners at the Annual General Meeting (AGM) and quarterly General 
Meetings (GM). As Leslie recorded in the communal journal following the review: 
Another outcome of our explorations of Indigenous issues has been to include 
an acknowledgement of traditional owners of the land at AGM and GM. I 
included this as a recommendation in a Director’s Report late last year and 
the committee was happy to pass this recommendation that this happen at our 
future large formal parent meetings. The secretary followed up with me to 
ensure the correct wording was used. I think translating a value into the 
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established practices of the centre is an important part of structural change. 
(Leslie: Journal entry: 03.04.09) 
This outcome was positive given this form of Indigenous protocol had not occurred 
previously at Centre A. It also showed how some outcomes of the Cultural Project, in 
comparison to the original idea or projection, resulted in continued distancing of 
Indigenous people from centre activities despite the focus on Indigenous 
participation. Documenting this outcome in the communal journal following the 
review enabled a projection of productivity by way of commitment to values 
associated with diversity work including respect and adherence to protocol (i.e., 
using correct wording), as well as committee approval and cooperation. Centre A 
could be seen to be upholding values of diversity work while marginalising 
opportunities for Indigenous presence and richer forms of participation (Burridge, 
2006, 2009; Fredericks, 2008). As the professional leader, Leslie could be seen to be 
upholding her role of instigating improvements and change in her dealings with the 
management committee. The committee – the highest authority – could also be seen 
to be open to supporting diversity goals. The journal entry overwrote other avenues 
for Indigenous participation discussed by Leslie that promoted direct involvement 
and, potentially, more intensive “structural change”; thus providing an example of 
how the communal journals became what Ahmed (2007a) refers to as “technologies 
of concealment” (p. 164). It is not known if Leslie included other recommendations 
beyond an Acknowledgement to Traditional Owners in her Director’s Report. 
Regardless, Centre A could be seen to be moving forward with embedding 
Indigenous perspectives, in Leslie’s words, “into the established practices of the 
centre”.  
Finding ways to manage Indigenous participation well is challenging given a 
range of issues including non-Indigenous centres needing an Indigenous person for 
the appearance of cultural diversity and questions about who benefits and in what 
ways (Ahmed, 2012; Fredericks, 2009c). These issues are raised in the next section 
which considers a whole-centre activity at Centre B – the “Multicultural Night”. I 
begin with commentary on Kylie’s position as the Multicultural Officer. 
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6.2.1 The “Multicultural Night”: “We’ve got Sri Lankan, we’ve got Japanese ... 
we’ve got an Aboriginal ...” 
At Centre B, Kylie had held the position of Multicultural Officer for three years. She 
explained the role in this way: 
Because I’m the Multicultural Officer, so I’ve got ideas. I help the girls with 
songs, games and things like that and how to do it in your room. I put my 
hand up for it. I like to find things and do things, look into things. In the staff 
meeting someone was talking about something cultural and I told them, “Oh, 
that’s about this”, and they said, “How do you know all that crap?” Well, I 
studied it, I was interested in it and I looked into it. What I find interesting – 
it’s what the girls call useless bits of information. (Kylie: 47, 851: 09.02.09) 
Kylie could take a position of knowing and deciding what diversity work could look 
like at Centre B because she “put [her] hand up” for the role of Multicultural Officer. 
In organisations, the advent of a multicultural or diversity officer amounts to an 
individual accepting or being given the task of making diversity an institutional goal 
(Ahmed, 2012). For Kylie, this translated to supporting staff to implement games, 
songs and other things of a cultural nature into classroom activities across the centre. 
In the above conversation, Kylie indicated that her knowledge and the information 
she provided was sometimes constructed by fellow staff as being, in her words, 
“useless bits of information”. While a lack of interest in diversity work wasn’t 
observed to be widespread at Centre B, Kylie implicated all staff in a somewhat 
negative response, thus enabling her to position herself as separate from the general 
staff group and as the only member of staff interested in diversity work. In this 
position, Kylie could be seen as the ‘good white’ (Green & Sonn, 2006) committed 
to diversity goals. While Kylie had performed the role of Multicultural Officer for 
three years, her appointment was, in itself, an indication that diversity work at Centre 
B was not routine, or a given (Ahmed, 2012). 
In relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives, there were clear indicators 
Kylie was committed to a focus on Aboriginal cultures as part of diversity work, as 
seen in her efforts to locate resources, contact individuals and organisations, and 
attend local festivals (see Section 6.1). Despite these efforts, it was also evident that 
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Aboriginality was marginalised, exoticised and conflated with notions of 
multiculturalism, as evident in the following comments from Kylie:  
We have the music, we try to get musical instruments. I’m very lucky I made 
friends with the junior librarian at [a local library] and she lets me hijack 
woven – she’s going to let me take woven baskets and mats and everything 
from the library to bring in when we do an Aboriginal day or a cultural day. 
(Kylie: 47, 238: 09.02.09) 
See, one year, we actually painted the flags of different cultures on the 
windows and we wrote “Welcome” in that language underneath, which was 
lots of fun – except Sweden, the Dad told me and his mother came in and said 
you spelt it wrong. We did have the Aboriginal flag up there. We had the 
Aboriginal word. Well, one of our Aboriginal parents gave me the word, we 
put that word up, but there are other words ... We had one window left and I 
said well we don’t have another culture. I said, “I don’t have a culture for my 
last window”... One year we did different cultural costumes – never again. 
Oh, that was hard. I put them up for a year and then take them off. They’re 
not there anymore. (Kylie: 71, 186: 08.05.09) 
In these examples, Aboriginal cultures are represented in simplistic terms with a 
focus on visible signs of culture including objects and symbols. Torres Strait Islander 
cultures and related symbols do not appear to feature. The intent to hold an 
“Aboriginal Day” relegates and restricts Aboriginality to a tourist type approach 
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006), thus exoticising and further distancing 
Aboriginal knowledges and perspectives from the mainstream curriculum (Colbung 
et al., 2007). Similar to a singular focus for an “Aboriginal Day”, the flags, words 
and costumes installed on the classroom windows were temporary. This signified 
that cultures and cultural symbols are removable and replaceable. Kylie made 
specific mention of the Aboriginal flag, but its positioning on the ‘multicultural 
window’ amid words of “Welcome” was representative of a liberal ‘feel good’ 
discourse of multiculturalism focussed on harmony, mixing and mingling (Ahmed, 
2008; Robinson & Jones Díaz, 2006).  
As a culminating activity of sorts, Kylie had been organising a “Multicultural 
Night” with current and past families from the centre. Prior to the commencement of 
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the Cultural Project, she sent letters to families outlining the evening and how they 
could participate. Her idea was to organise tables of different cultures, including 
Aboriginal culture(s). As Kylie explained: 
Kylie: What we’re going to do is set up five tables of different 
cultures. I’ve already got two volunteers to do three tables. 
I’ve just got to get two more. We’ve got Sri Lankan, we’ve got 
Japanese, [educator] is doing Chinese anyway, we’ve got an 
Aboriginal that – dad’s coming, but dad doesn’t know it yet. I 
know a father who is Maori so I’m working on him ... They’re 
the experts and they’re going to teach and that’s what we 
actually wrote in the letter that we would like to learn from 
you, things, like games and songs, that we can incorporate 
about your child’s culture into their everyday programming in 
their rooms. (Kylie: 71, 73: 08.05.09) 
Researcher: Right. I’m thinking with the Aboriginal parent, I guess it’s a 
good opportunity for all parents to come to understand about 
Aboriginal cultures and Torres Strait Islander cultures and 
their importance here because of circumstances in Australia. 
So, I guess I’m making the point that even though you’ve got a 
focus on multicultural, that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander cultures doesn’t always get clumped in. 
(Researcher: 71, 85: 08.05.09) 
 Kylie:  Well, we actually have two big folders of that. 
(Kylie: 71, 91: 08.05.09) 
Here, Kylie controlled the rules of engagement for families and positioned them as 
experts who would teach educators their ‘cultural ways’. While cultural and 
professional hierarchies appeared to be disrupted given the positioning of parents as 
“experts”, Kylie’s invitation was conditional on the provision of cultural 
information, and only in the form of “games and songs”. Tables of different cultures 
replaced windows in terms of adding ‘colour’ to (white) physical surfaces and spaces 
within the centre (Ahmed, 2012). The tables themselves became symbols of ‘fixed’ 
cultures. Parents were expected to perform their culture for consumption by the 
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dominant group and ‘visitors’ to their table. The cultures on ‘display’ were 
positioned as “two-dimensional, ahistorical commodities” (Riviére, 2008, p. 360), 
with parents compelled to participate given the information they provided would be 
incorporated into the “everyday programming” in their child’s classroom.  
The rules of engagement for the Multicultural Night required disenfranchised 
parents to “render themselves more vulnerable” (Gorski, 2008, p. 521) to the white 
educator and populist notions of diversity work. Comments such as “[Aboriginal] 
dad’s coming, but dad doesn’t know it yet” and “I know a father who is Maori so I’m 
working on him” showed how parents were positioned as cultural ‘others’ and 
objects, and subject to Kylie’s whim as to whether they met the criteria to occupy a 
vacant table. In referring to which tables had been confirmed and who were potential 
candidates, Kylie spoke only about the culture represented – “we’ve got Sri Lankan, 
we’ve got Japanese ... we’ve got an Aboriginal ...”, rather than the people themselves 
and their connection to the centre. Participation was facilitated and controlled by way 
of ensuring a mosaic of people different from each other and different from Anglo-
Australian. Kylie’s attempt to connect with families and represent their cultures 
within the everyday curriculum translated to the inclusion of people who look 
different. As Ahmed (2012) states, the very idea that diversity is about those who 
look different shows how whiteness is exposed and kept in place. Further, the 
necessity to add diverse people to the organisation in the same way as objects, flags 
and language reveals “the absence or failure of diversity” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 33). 
As shown in the data excerpts above, there is potential for re-marginalising 
Aboriginal cultures within a multicultural focus, both because of essentialism and 
because Aboriginality is conflated with cultures that are ‘othered’ in relation to 
whiteness at the centre (Carter, 2006; Curthoys, 2000). In reply to my comment 
about clumping Aboriginal cultures with a multicultural focus, Kylie retained a 
simple pragmatic or programmatic focus – “Well, we actually have two big folders 
of that” (Kylie: 71, 91: 08.05.09). This response is reflective of what Gorski (2008) 
refers to as “a culture of pragmatism” (p. 521) that dissuades more philosophical or 
theoretical discourses among educators. By the end of the Cultural Project, Kylie had 
begun reading scholarship around critical multiculturalism and whiteness, although 
her responses in the final interview showed the ongoing ‘pull’ of a pragmatic 
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approach, particularly when reasoning can be given about the benefits of this 
approach for young children:   
Researcher: Can you talk about whether the focus of conversations has 
changed? (Researcher: 84, 100: 26.06.09) 
Kylie: Yeah, we’ve brought up different things, or they’ve come and 
asked me questions about different things, like the government 
stuff. Mainly, we’re trying to think of games because the best 
way to get kids to try different cultures is to try and get their 
games going. I’m still in the process of writing different games 
up, and I’m still talking to those parents that came [to the 
Multicultural Night] to see if there’s other ways, or there’s 
different rules for the games. (Kylie: 84, 101: 26.06.09) 
Despite differences in the focus of conversations and Kylie’s mention of fellow 
educators coming and asking questions about “government stuff”, she implicated all 
staff in the decision to retain a pragmatic focus – mainly on cultural games. In taking 
a position of knowing and deciding what characteristics of diversity work would 
feature at Centre B, Kylie influenced diversity outcomes but did not implicate herself 
in critiquing the approach employed, the ‘good politics’ of multiculturalism, or her 
position as a ‘good white’ (Green & Sonn, 2006). She focussed on her level of 
activity including writing up games and continuing to talk with parents; thus her 
position of knowing and her ‘busyness’ with diversity work enabled her to distance 
herself from more in-depth or politically-based conversations with colleagues. 
Ahmed (2012) speaks about the busyness or “buzz of diversity” (p. 61) in relation to 
the concept of “noise” (p. 45). When the sound of busyness can be heard, then this 
“might be how diversity cancels out other noise, such as the noise of racism” 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 61). Despite commitment (or busyness) and good intentions, 
Kylie’s decision-making around what characteristics of diversity work would feature 
at Centre B could not be relied upon to guide a productive way forward (Green & 
Sonn, 2006). 
One consequence of intercultural experiences such as a Multicultural Night is 
that diversity actions in organisations create a history and can become routine at a 
collective level. As Ahmed (2012) states, “when an action is incorporated by an 
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institution, it becomes nature to it” (p. 25). This was reflected in Kylie’s entry about 
the Multicultural Night in the communal journal. 
What a night!!! It was the wettest night on record but we still had an excellent 
turnout of Staff and we had three families attend ... It is especially important 
for the children to be exposed to various activities that include experiences 
from their own cultural background. It took a while for the parents to relax 
and to start to share experiences of things they enjoyed from their childhood 
... However, as time went on we got a variety of game ideas that we think the 
children will enjoy taking part in. From the discussions we also realised that 
the parents wanted to experience things from the other cultures that are in the 
centre. As a result, we are going to have another Multicultural Night in 
October (still to be decided) where we will set up approximately five tables 
with activities from different cultures at each table and allow families to 
circulate and participate in the various activities. We have had a past parent 
from Japan confirm one table, also a table for Mexico and one with a game 
from the Philippines ... (Kylie: Journal entry: 29.05.09) 
Despite only three families attending the Multicultural Night, here Kylie implicated 
all families in her point about the parents wanting to experience the other cultures (as 
defined by difference) within the centre. By focussing on outcomes for children, staff 
and parents, Kylie could project a positive image for the event and qualify a repeat of 
the night. The journal entry implied the creation of a history around the event. The 
notion of five tables of different cultures resurfaced in the subsequent iteration of the 
Multicultural Night, with claims to three tables representing Japan, Mexico and the 
Philippines. Of concern in diversity work is that “when history accumulates, certain 
ways of doing things seem natural” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 25). While Kylie’s intent to 
involve families in whole-centre activities was sound, a continuation of this type of 
event would result in ongoing disempowering practices for families and cultural 
groups. This is particularly so for Aboriginal cultures which were re-marginalised in 
the construction of the event and did not feature in Kylie’s write-up of the 
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Whiteness as marginalisation 
In whole-centre activities at Centres A and B, one related to proposed participation 
on the management committee and the other to participation at the Multicultural 
night, Indigenous people were only offered positions of subjugation and 
subordination. Genuine forms of participation were marginalised by way of non-
Indigenous educators maintaining positions of domination and control and taking up 
positions as knowers (Fredericks, 2009c; Walter, 2011). Leslie (Centre A) and Kylie 
(Centre B) based Indigenous participation around a desire for Indigenous ‘others’; 
those who would sit as associate or advisory members on the management committee 
and those who would perform their culture at the Multicultural Night. In this sense, 
the whole-centre activities described became tools for the maintenance of 
marginalisation (Gorski, 2006, 2008). These activities were controlled by non-
Indigenous educators in ways that assumed that all participants sit at an ‘even’ table 
(Jones, 1999) – a useful analogy for the committee table and cultural tables that 
featured at the Multicultural Night. Participation at the ‘table’ maintained power 
hierarchies and colonising tendencies the two events were constructed to oppose. 
Through the discourse of multiculturalism in particular, colonialism could be 
reimagined as a history of harmony and a celebration of cultures – as retold in 
Kylie’s journal entry about the night that became a story of “hybridity, of mixing and 
mingling” (Ahmed, 2008, p. 13). 
6.3 Community engagement: “Let’s do stuff with them! Yeah!” 
There were few examples of engagement with Indigenous people and organisations 
outside the two centres. This was due in part to the initial focus on pragmatic 
outcomes, time-related issues and, seemingly, the approach to consultation employed 
by non-Indigenous educators. The most productive outcome in terms of building 
reciprocal relationships was the initiation of a visit and staff exchange with educators 
at an Indigenous childcare centre located within walking distance from Centre A. I 
begin with a section of the journal entry recorded by Vicky following her initial visit 
to the centre. 
... All the staff and children who I met were happy and friendly. [The 
director] seemed interested in visiting [Centre A] and would like to establish 
a connection with us.     ☺We discussed the possibility of more visits in the 
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near future and maybe starting a project with them. No one at [the Indigenous 
centre] knew [Centre A] existed before so now that they know about us let’s 
do stuff with them! Yeah! ☺ (Vicky: Journal entry: 21.04.09) 
Vicky’s enthusiasm about the visit was also reflected in her comments during the 
final interview. 
Oh, I was really excited. I was like, “Wow”. Do you know what, it was like  
t-h-e place. If I wasn’t working here, I’d be pushing myself through the door 
to get a job there ... Just for the things that you’d learn, you know, from 
working in a place that’s so cultural with so many different people ... Just 
making that connection, I thought that was really special. 
(Vicky: 75, 147: 19.05.09)  
In the journal entry and interview discussion, there was a sense of building a 
common purpose between the two centres, but also that relationships were suddenly 
possible and effortless because Centre A had become ‘visible’ to educators at the 
Indigenous centre. For Vicky, awareness of Centre A’s existence became a form of 
authorisation or permission for both parties to “do stuff” together and, although said 
in jest, for her to “push” through the door to gain access and a “job”. Vicky’s 
enthusiasm about the visit was bound by a desire to connect with and learn from 
Indigenous ‘others’. She understood culture and, by proxy, people only in terms of 
difference. Culture was seen to be separate to her experience of working at Centre A, 
thus showing that Vicky did not view whiteness as a culture and mainstream 
curricula as being bound by a cultural ideology and traditions (Moreton-Robinson, 
1999, 2004). Describing the Indigenous centre as “t-h-e” place gave a sense of the 
‘new’ and the ‘exotic’, as demonstrated through Vicky’s excitement and her sense of 
“Wow”. Cultural attributes were attached to racialised ‘others’ (educators) and the 
Indigenous centre as a whole, thus positioning Vicky and Centre A as being without 
culture, or non-raced.  
I read Vicky’s comment about the staff and children being “happy and 
friendly” and her use of symbols in the journal (smiley faces and a star) as optimism, 
but also as a sense of relief that the initial visit had gone well and that her presence 
was welcomed. Prior to the visit, Vicky spoke about the approach to consultation 
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employed by some non-Indigenous people/organisations and her preference for 
avoiding inappropriateness. 
Yeah, we don’t want to be those other, like pain-in-the-ass organisations that 
are being all, you know, people sort of come and just sort of stare ... Yeah, I’d 
really prefer not to be one of those people. (Vicky: 56, 57: 27.02.09) 
From the outset of the Cultural Project, she also expressed embarrassment, 
frustration and sadness about circumstances in Australia and how governments and 
other non-Indigenous people responded to Indigeneity. Examples included:  
And if you think about, particularly the Stolen Generation, a lot of people 
who are non-Indigenous say, “That was in the past, move on”. Well, that’s 
easy for them to say, isn’t it. (Vicky: 11, 254: 02.09.08) 
So they weren’t counted as people? That’s awful, that’s disgusting. And in 
1967 was when they were given the right to vote or something wasn’t it? It’s 
so embarrassing isn’t it. (Vicky: 20, 262: 12.09.08) 
But it’s really disturbing and what really upsets me a lot of the time is that 
people still have bad attitudes. It happened at my house the other day and I 
just went, “What?” I  can’t stand it and I had to say, “Do you mind not 
saying that” ... (Vicky: 20, 383: 12.09.08) 
I can’t believe they still call it Boundary Street. It’s just a constant reminder, 
you know, to the Aboriginal people who have lived here for so many years. 
It’s just really  sad. (Vicky: 56, 713: 27.02.09) 
Combined, I suggest that Vicky’s comments provide an interesting pre-text to the 
journal entry in terms of her wanting to see things ‘right’, and wanting to be different 
from “those people” (Vicky: 56, 57: 27.02.09) who speak about and treat Indigenous 
people in disparaging ways. In a metaphorical sense, her reporting on the happiness 
and friendliness of the Indigenous educators and children enabled one way for 
feelings of embarrassment, frustration and sadness to be relieved and replaced by 
‘good feelings’ (Ahmed, 2008, 2012). The journal entry, with the smiley faces and 
star and language of optimism, became representative of what Ahmed (2012) refers 
to as a “narrative of repair” (p. 165), – as a way of: 
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mending or fixing histories of being broken ... a way of imagining that those 
who are historically divided can work together; as a way of assuming that ‘to 
get along’ is to right a wrong. (pp. 164-165) 
Descriptions of Indigenous staff and children as “happy and friendly” (Vicky: 
Journal entry: 21.04.09) contributed to the narrative by a show of resilience and the 
capacity to be welcoming of non-Indigenous people despite colonial effects (Ahmed, 
2012; Osuri, 2009). This conformed to classifications of Indigenous peoples as 
‘good’ (happy) or ‘bad’ (angry), stemming from the more contemporary colonial 
idea that Indigeneity is synonymous with suffering and ‘good’ Indigenous people 
have been able to ‘move on’ (Elder, 2009; Russell, 2001, 2002). While Vicky 
demonstrated awareness about societal injustices and issues with the approach to 
consultation employed by some non-Indigenous people (i.e., “that come and just sort 
of stare”), she did not implicate herself as benefitting from governmental actions and 
reproducing colonial tendencies in her own relations with Indigenous peoples. White 
educators always and already carry notions about the pre-eminence of whiteness and 
the inferiority of ‘otherness’ within them (Riviére, 2008; Sleeter, 1994, 2007). Vicky 
attached hurt, injustice and “pain-in-the-ass” (Vicky: 56, 57: 27.02.09) like responses 
to the actions of other non-Indigenous people, organisations and structures. Thus, she 
could employ a standpoint of indignation to disassociate herself from any 
wrongdoing and a moral position as a sympathetic white person in relation with/to 
Indigenous peoples. Ahmed (2012) suggests that emotive responses from white 
people that align more with empathy than apathy enable “the hurt of racism [to be] 
reimagined as common ground” (p. 167). Common ground, or a sense of building a 
common purpose between the two centres, was a salient theme in Vicky’s journal 
entry and interview discussion. 
The potential for reciprocity in the relationship between Centre A and the 
local Indigenous centre deserves mention because there was shared interest in an 
emergent curriculum approach and supporting a staff exchange. Vicky outlined this 
in the final interview. 
Well they were really interested, just interested about everything. They were 
really friendly – really, really, friendly people. When I was talking to one of 
the staff and to the director, they were both really interested in the fact that 
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we did emergent curriculum and that we sort of just go with what the kids are 
doing and that we have a really low-key way of interacting with them, and I 
saw a lot of that there as well. We also spoke about the possibility of 
swapping staff members. So they were very  interested in that ... 
(Vicky: 75, 111: 19.05.09) 
A staff exchange did occur some months following the Cultural Project with a focus 
on documenting emergent curriculum with young children. While the initial contact 
was initiated by Centre A, this agenda was set by educators from the Indigenous 
centre. 
Contact with a local Indigenous state school was also considered by Monica, 
the director at Centre B. Monica’s talk about connecting with the school showed 
contradictions between goals and actions, as seen in these excerpts from one 
conversation:  
We had that Aboriginal dancer that came in that time with the stones but that 
was a show. They were here for that, not just to visit. We have been trying to 
get someone to come down and talk to staff. I went to an [event] recently and 
spoke to Aunty Eileen. She’s Aboriginal background and she said, “Just 
persist because they are busy  people”, and I said, “We’d like someone to 
come down”. (Monica: 55, 238: 25.02.09) 
I’ve got it now. I’m trying to remember how – a lady came through here and 
she told us I could send two staff up to the new [Aboriginal] school. She said, 
“You’re welcome to go up and have a look”. She said, “When you’re ready, 
ring me”, and her name was Aunty Rosemary or something and she was a 
lovely lady but I just never got around to it. (Monica: 55, 336: 25.02.09) 
So if I just went up there [to the Aboriginal school] and fronted up there they 
would be alright wouldn’t they, if I just said we want to see and learn what 
they do or is there something different they can teach us that we broaden our 
kids here as well? (Monica: 55, 626: 25.02.09)  
Monica’s inaction around following up on the invitation from Aunty Rosemary 
denied a potential relationship with the school that centralised the agenda of 
Indigenous contacts and engagement on their terms (Davis & Shpuniarsky, 2010; 
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Williamson & Dalal, 2007). As the invitation came from a member of the school 
community and was focussed on connecting with educators at Centre B, there was 
potential to develop integrity and trust around sharing educational practices – core to 
Monica’s goal of having someone “come down and talk to staff”. Despite this 
common purpose, there would be consequences for the Indigenous educators in 
shifting engagement from a non-discriminatory Indigenous teaching space to a 
mainstream institution. Monica’s question/statement that it would be alright if she 
just “fronted up” to the school to “see and learn what they do” altered the basis of the 
relationship to one of reactivity (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007). Fronting up for the 
purpose of accessing information and ideas, at Monica’s convenience, would benefit 
her and, potentially, children at Centre B. It would also position her and fellow 
educators as disconnected or distant observers (Nakata, 2006) and the Indigenous 
educators as subjects who come under gaze because they might do “something 
different”. The need to step outside to ‘locate’ difference ultimately confirmed “the 
whiteness of what [was] already in place” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 33) at Centre B. A 
reactive approach to consultation does not allow for engagement at a personal level 
and takes for granted the generosity, time and expertise of Indigenous people 
(MacNaughton & Hughes, 2007; Margaret, 2010; SNAICC, 2010).  
Inactivity around the initial invitation may have contributed to a refusal from 
the school for a visit requested by Monica during the Cultural Project. As discussed 
in the final interview: 
  Researcher: Did anything come out of contacting the [Aboriginal] school? 
   (Researcher: 88, 93: 26.06.09) 
Monica: No. The lady rang me back and she said they don’t really do 
external visits or anything like that. They don’t want people 
coming disrupting the rooms and everything. I said, “Well 
we’d just stand back” and they just said, “No”. 
(Monica: 88, 94: 26.06.09) 
Here, Monica reiterated positionings that upheld her own interests. She saw no issue 
with accessing the Indigenous school to “stand back” to observe classroom activity. 
Ahmed (2012) speaks of such scenarios in terms of the different ways “whiteness can 
be occupying” (p. 37). Monica’s response or appeal to being denied access was to 
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suggest that she and other educators would be non-disruptive. This became a way of 
giving her and fellow staff permission to occupy the classroom space, even when the 
school’s position on external visits had been explained. There is suggestion in 
Monica’s comments that cultural and teaching practices can be ‘absorbed’ by non-
Indigenous educators by simple observation or osmosis. The desire for someone to 
come and speak to staff and standing back to observe educators in an Indigenous 
school also has the effect of absolving personal responsibility for the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives. Disempowering practices around consultation 
were present in Monica’s talk and actions at both the beginning (Audio 55) and end 
(Audio 88) of the Cultural Project. Her understanding about how she positioned and 
interacted with Indigenous contacts did not appear to shift, despite ongoing 
opportunities for discussions with colleagues and me about subject positions, and 
engagement with relevant literature. 
6.3.1 Visiting an Indigenous Education Centre: “I respect them a whole lot more 
...” 
A visit to an Indigenous Education Centre presented opportunities for Fran and Dee 
(Centre B) to engage directly with Indigenous presenters, learn about Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander cultures, and consult with the Principal of the centre about the 
work of embedding Indigenous perspectives in mainstream classrooms. The visit was 
one of many different modes of professional development undertaken by educators 
as part of the Cultural Project. Following the visit, Fran and Dee were provided with 
open access to the centre’s library and were invited to return at any time. Here, I 
focus on Fran and Dee’s experiences of the visit to identify how they constructed 
Indigenous peoples and cultures, and what they ‘took away’ from the activity.  
Respect was a salient theme is Fran and Dee’s responses to the visit. In their 
conversations and journal entries, they both spoke about a change in the level of 
respect they held for Indigenous peoples. For example: 
I respect them a whole lot more than what I did. Like I still respected them 
beforehand, but now I have a better understanding of what they have to go 
through with the painting [faces and bodies] and all that. 
(Fran: 87, 64: 26.06.09) 
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... I have come out of this with a lot more respect for Aboriginals and I am 
truly amazed at how they can utilise nearly everything in their environment 
that they come across ... (Dee: Journal entry: 29.05.09) 
Here, Fran and Dee constructed a notion of respect that relied on what Elder (2009) 
refers to as a “primitivist narrative” (p. 22). Images of Indigenous people as tribal 
and resourceful were brought into the present and attached to the Indigenous 
population as a whole. Fran referred to ceremonial and cultural practices (i.e., 
painting faces and bodies) as something Indigenous people “have to go through” and 
used this somewhat awed/sympathetic construction as a basis for developing greater 
respect. Dee’s journal entry also implied a sense of awe in terms of the 
resourcefulness of Aboriginal people to utilise “everything in their environment that 
they come across”. This portrayal positioned “Aboriginals” as living/belonging only 
within non-urban environments. It also leant toward valorising Aboriginal cultures in 
terms of providing answers to issues for western cultures (Elder, 2009), including 
sustainability. Attending to “the primitive” (Elder, 2009, p. 32) provided a safe and 
distant positioning from which Fran and Dee could evaluate how they related to 
Indigenous peoples. Articulating a greater level of respect showed them to be open 
and willing to changing their perceptions of Indigenous peoples to a more positive 
outlook; thus masking the distortions of Indigenous peoples present in their talk 
(Langton, 1993).  
The structure of the visit to the Indigenous Education Centre likely influenced 
the imagery of Indigeneity attended to most often in Fran and Dee’s conversations 
and very detailed journal entry (three hand-written pages from Fran outlining 
everything they learnt about Indigenous cultures). The majority of the activities were 
focussed on learning about Indigenous cultures, in line with the centre’s premise for 
visitors to experience the living traditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. For non-Indigenous people, learning about Indigenous peoples’ cultures can 
result in the uncritical consumption of information and a distancing from knowledge 
about one’s privileged positioning (Phillips, 2011). The influence of this approach 
was evident in comments from Fran and Dee that showed colonial tendencies to 
reduce culture to the descriptive and circumscribed (Phillips, 2011), as well as a 
tendency to view knowledge as being accessible and attainable (Nakata, 2007), as 
seen here:  
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I think it relieves the stress of trying to understand somebody else’s culture 
because we’ve literally gone out and been able to learn about it all ... 
(Fran: 87, 55: 26.06.09) 
I think what [Fran] and I went to, going to the different things. Like, going 
and talking to Wally and Robert [at the Indigenous Education Centre] and all 
that. It was really good. It’s not like we were sitting there, “Oh God, what are 
we going to learn now?” I just wanted to talk. I just wanted to hear all about 
it. (Dee: 83, 291: 26.06.09) 
During the visit, I felt that the approach to learning about Indigenous peoples’ 
cultures was balanced somewhat by a lengthy conversation with the Principal
4
 in 
which issues related to colonialism and the attitudes/positioning of non-Indigenous 
people were raised. The impact of this conversation (and perhaps other conversations 
and activities undertaken during the Cultural Project) was heard during the car ride 
back to Centre B, when Fran and Dee engaged in a sustained conversation about 
British invasion and constructions of Indigenous peoples in Australia. 
Dee: So, the lore, the l-o-r-e, when the British invaded, that l-o-r-e 
was overthrown? They weren’t allowed to practice or carry on 
their family practices. So, the British law came in and that’s 
the law people had to live by, which is why they lost so many 
of their customs and languages, because they weren’t allowed 
to use languages either. So, they were like lower class citizens. 
(Dee: 78, 233: 28.05.09) 
Fran: It’s like a lot of people now, like in the news and stuff like 
that, they see Aboriginals, “Oh yeah, they just get on the drink 
and abuse the kids and all the stuff”. They definitely are 
classed as a lower class where they don’t matter. 
(Fran: 78, 244: 28.05.09) 
Dee: Yeah, because they, you know, in the media, well they’re 
known to drink and stuff like that. But you may hear that one 
                                                 
 
4
 This conversation was not audio-recorded at the request of the Principal 
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story and it just gets totally blown out of proportion because of 
their culture. If it was an Australian or English, whatever, 
sitting in the park, having a booze up, it’d be forgotten about. 
(Dee: 78, 252: 28.05.09) 
 Fran:  It wouldn’t even be reported on. (Fran: 78, 256: 28.05.09) 
Dee:  Yeah, but they don’t … it’s just all negative news that seems 
to be out there, it’s negative, so rather than teach the kids the 
negative they’re [educators at the centre] just choosing not to 
say anything at all. Just don’t even bother teaching the kids 
because they don’t know the true facts. 
(Dee: 78, 257: 28.05.09) 
Contradictory themes were present within this discussion. For example, Dee 
identified colonialism as invasion, as opposed to ‘settlement’ or ‘discovery’, but 
constructed Aboriginal peoples’ response to the arrival of the British as ‘passive’ and 
‘submissive’ (Attwood, 1994; Elder, 2009). Fran identified colonial affects including 
the influence of mainstream media and related difficulties for educators in terms of 
avoidance and a lack of knowledge, but along with Dee, positioned herself outside 
colonial influences in her personal and professional life. Colonialism is always retold 
and recycled in conversations between white people (Langton, 1993), although I 
suggest that Fran and Dee’s conversation was significant because of the content and 
orientation. Traditional modes of professional development rarely enable sustained 
conversations between educators and are focussed usually on technical aspects of 
teaching unrelated to broader social issues (Bredeson, 2003; Lieberman & Miller, 
2011). Here, Fran and Dee explored several themes as an extension of the 
consultation with the Principal and had time and space over the course of the 
Cultural Project to extend and apply their thinking. There was ongoing evidence that 
they became more willing to engage in overt political discussions about Australian 
history and circumstances for Indigenous/non-Indigenous peoples with colleagues, 
spouses and strangers. Dee mentioned “heated conversations” (Dee: 83, 300: 
26.06.09) with her husband and how she “educated” a non-Indigenous salesperson 
who knocked on her door to sell ‘Aboriginal paintings’ (Dee: 83, 78: 26.06.09). Fran 
spoke about “deep” conversations with colleagues on weekends, establishing that due 
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to ongoing discussions with Sally (who is introduced in Chapter 7), “she’s learning 
from me and I’m learning from her” (Fran: 87, 124: 26.06.09).  
Finding avenues to address deeper and more overtly political discussions with 
young children at Centre B appeared to be more challenging. In asking Fran and Dee 
about how they applied new knowledge to teaching, their responses indicated greater 
confidence, but only in relation to more stereotypical or iconic notions of Indigenous 
cultures. 
I feel more confident, like if a child was to ask me, “How do they make a 
Didgeridoo?” Before, I was, “Umm, I don’t know”. Now I know, and I feel 
more confidence in telling them that. (Dee: 83, 105: 26.06.09) 
Some of the things that we learned there, I didn’t have a clue about. Now 
when the kids ask about the paintings and dances and Aboriginal things I’m 
not all like, “Ahhh”. I know what to say. (Fran: 87, 12: 26.06.09) 
In relation to teaching, these comments were indicative of a more tokenistic 
curriculum approach, a theme I explore in greater depth in Chapter 7. Over the 
course of the Cultural Project, Fran and Dee’s conversations displayed a willingness 
to engage in more philosophical discourses around diversity work (Gorski, 2008), but 
like Kylie (Section 6.2.1), the ‘pull’ of  a pragmatic approach resurfaced in their 
work with young children. This outcome is concerning given early childhood 
classrooms are critical spaces for conversations that challenge dominant 
constructions of Indigenous peoples and cultures (MacNaughton & Davis, 2009; 
Moss, 2007; Mundine, 2010).  
Mobilising whiteness 
Community engagement is a form of consultation that requires educators to step 
outside the boundaries of their centre. As visitors and observers, educators have 
choices about how their presence is experienced. This does not define how 
Indigenous peoples experience their Indigeneity only as in relation to non-Indigenous 
presence (Dodson, 1994). It does raise questions about how non-Indigenous people 
mobilise presence through whiteness discourses. Data around community 
engagement showed how educators’ presence was constructed primarily in the form 
of “the colonial gaze”, described by Dodson (1994) as “a pre-occupation with 
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observing, analysing, studying, classifying and labelling” Aboriginal peoples and 
Aboriginality (p. 4). Vicky became pre-occupied with classifying the responses of 
her Indigenous ‘hosts’ (i.e., as “happy” and “friendly”) and Monica with standing 
back to observe and absorb Indigenous cultures. Fran and Dee relied on colonial 
classifications (i.e., primitive) to garner new respect for Indigenous peoples and 
better understand themselves. Gazing is a socially regulated practice (Pratt, 1992) 
that relies on the colonialism and racism that structure non-Indigenous/Indigenous 
relations (Elder, 2009).  
Consultation suggests that an organisation is “responsive and has an open 
ear” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 93). What is attended to in listening to those who are 
consulted raises questions about receptiveness and the ‘pull’ or ease of the familiar. 
In this chapter, the familiar constituted colonial imagery of Indigenous cultures and 
peoples, the maintenance of self-interests and existing curriculum frameworks that 
enable a safe and distant engagement with Indigeneity. In attending to the familiar, 
consultation becomes a “technology of inclusion” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 94) that 
authenticates practices regardless of whether other perspectives are included or not. 
6.4 Summary 
This chapter examined how whiteness impacted educators’ attempts at consultation 
and how they positioned Indigenous people and cultures in interactional patterns. As 
demonstrated in the analysis, racialising practices mediated all forms of consultation, 
whether recognised or not. Data showed a general reliance on benevolence to satisfy 
non-Indigenous desires to access, manipulate and ‘own’ aspects of Indigeneity, 
meaning Indigenous people and organisations were continually ‘required’ for 
participation and authority. This relationship upheld colonial constructions of duty, 
service and brokerage that underpinned the majority of interactional patterns. In 
relationship with/to Indigenous people, non-Indigenous educators’ intentions around 
consultation were centralised, and the agendas of Indigenous people/organisations 
maintained on the periphery.  
Consultation was viewed as a primary goal within the Cultural Project. 
Connecting with Indigenous people and organisations was understood as being 
central to the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives, as influenced by 
recommendations in early childhood policy and literature, and the intentions of 
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educators. Consultation proved to be one of the most challenging aspects of the 
project, made more difficult by the approach to consultation employed by non-
Indigenous educators and issues with capacity to identify how whiteness mediated 
non-Indigenous/Indigenous relations. In Chapter 7, I address process and content in 
the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives to look more closely at interactional 
patterns within the two research sites. Whiteness discourses are examined in relation 
to orientations to diversity work, standpoint as a foundation for teaching, curriculum 
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Chapter 7: Process and content 
The purpose of this chapter is to identify how whiteness impacted both process and 
content in the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives during this research. 
Process and content refers here to the ‘doing’ of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
– the pragmatics of how this work was constructed and put into practice in the two 
research sites by the participants, including input from me as researcher. Process 
relates specifically to the continuous planning and implementation of curricula 
experiences and activities related to embedding Indigenous perspectives. Content 
refers to the focus of curricula experiences and activities, including resources, 
materials and symbols chosen by the participants or provided by me. To identify how 
whiteness mediated what became possible or permissible in the educators’ attempts 
to embed Indigenous perspectives in daily practices, I examine issues related to 
cultural standpoint (Pohlhaus, 2002), choices connected to curriculum design and 
implementation, and tensions between what actually occurred in practice and the 
goal of embedding at a whole-centre level. As outlined in Chapter 3, standpoint is 
more than a social position – it involves “engagement with the kinds of questions 
found there” (Pohlhaus, 2002, p. 287). In this study, such questions focus on how 
Indigenous peoples and cultures are understood and implicated in the ways non-
Indigenous educators enact their cultural standpoint in their professional and 
personal lives.  
The work of embedding Indigenous perspectives is multifaceted and 
challenging. How educators and centres negotiate internal and outside influences on 
their work impacts their capacity to disrupt and reduce colonial effects. As non-
Indigenous educational environments reflect colonial attitudes, interests and 
structures (Burridge, 2007; Craven, 1998; Hambel, 2006; Nakata, 2007), influences 
including cultural standpoint, the qualifications of staff, staff readings of policy, and 
educators’ broader constructions of Indigenous peoples and cultures require closer 
examination. At Centre A and Centre B, individual standpoints and interactions 
among colleagues both hindered and enhanced the educators’ attempts at embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in curricula. At times, readings of policy encouraged staff to 
engage in risk-taking around curriculum choices and the uptake of overtly political 
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curriculum design. However, broader social constructions of Indigenous peoples and 
cultures also shaped the educators’ concerns about causing offence, and sometimes 
became the basis for trivialising and exoticising Indigenous technologies, artworks 
and ideas (Perey & Pike, 2010). 
In this chapter, I show how the educators’ attempts at embedding Indigenous 
perspectives were at times non-performative (Ahmed, 2004, 2012). This was due to 
the reproduction of whiteness discourses which their work aimed to oppose. As 
discussed in Chapter 3, non-performativity is actually what talk and actions do, 
rather than a failure of intent or circumstance (Ahmed, 2012). I first consider 
differences in cultural standpoint and how these differences influenced the approach 
to embedding Indigenous perspectives employed by individual educators (Section 
7.1). Specific curriculum choices related to classroom practice, communal areas and 
whole-centre arrangements are evaluated in Section 7.2. In Section 7.3, I consider 
overt political choices in the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives, drawing 
on the example of displaying an Aboriginal flag to consider notions of ‘risk’, as 
related to broader social constructions of Indigenous peoples and cultures. In the 
final section (Section 7.4), I examine the goal of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
at a whole-centre level, as suggested in comments and journal entries recorded by the 
three directors at the two participating centres. Analysis in Sections 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 and 
7.4 provides an explanation of the relationships between influences on the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, notions of permission and risk, and the quality 
of the outcomes achieved in the Cultural Project. Section 7.5 provides a summary of 
tensions between a commitment to embedding at a whole-centre level and the 
reproduction of colonial effects in the two centres involved in this research. 
7.1 Cultural standpoint and curricula approach: Issues with fear and 
unknowing, affirming ‘sameness’ and being a ‘good white’ person 
Awareness of social positioning and cultural standpoint is critical to embedding 
Indigenous perspectives because understandings of self and society inform teaching 
and the approach to curriculum employed (Dreise, 2007; Lampert, 2012). In the 
Cultural Project, cultural standpoints organised around fear and unknowing, 
affirming ‘sameness’, and being a ‘good white’ person were indicative of the range 
of experiences and understandings about self, others and society the educators 
brought to embedding processes. While different in orientation, these cultural 
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standpoints are all shaped by the exercise of power (Roediger, 2002), as examined in 
the data excerpts below.  
 To begin, fear and unknowing about how to design appropriate curriculum 
when embedding Indigenous perspectives was common in the Cultural Project, but 
some educators related this directly to their socialisation and personal experiences as 
non-Indigenous Australians. For example, Gail (Centre B) explained how her early 
schooling experiences influenced her perception of Indigenous peoples and cultures.  
Every photo or book or anything I was exposed to at school had an 
Aboriginal person in a life like with a spear, and it was scary. I was scared. I 
was scared of Aboriginal, I truly was. And you know, like that word savages, 
like the eyes ... When I went to school, we were sort of never taught much 
about Aboriginal stuff at all. I mean I am older than all of you, but honestly I 
was not taught very much about it so now I just don’t know. It was sort of 
waved under the table, nobody talked about it ... And, like,  when I went to 
school there was a lot of Italians and Greeks coming into the country at that 
stage, and Vietnamese people, so it was like I learnt more about the Greeks 
and Italians at school than I did about the Aboriginals. I can remember when 
they [migrants] all came, it was sort of like, “Oh gee, we’re being invaded”.                 
(Gail: 50, 276: 18.02.09) 
Gail’s early experiences re-tell a history of Australia following Invasion. Whiteness 
is woven through interrelated themes of savagery, invisibility, migration and white-
nation space. Firstly, Gail spoke about being “scared” of Aboriginal peoples because 
in the materials provided to her at school, they were represented only as primitive or 
sub-human. A colonial narrative including notions of “savages” and “life ... with a 
spear” produces simple binaries of civilisation/savagery (Elder, 2009). Such 
narratives are reproduced through social institutions such as schools, premised 
historically on safeguarding whiteness and furthering ‘civilisation’ processes (Coté, 
2009). Throughout Gail’s schooling experience, exposure to colonial narratives and 
related imagery resulted in attaching fear to difference in a physical sense (i.e., “the 
eyes”). Reducing difference to biologically superficial characteristics is core to 
racialising practices that rely on scientific classifications of race which secure a 
particular relationship between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people (Mooney & 
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Craven, 2006; Watson, 2009). For Gail, this relationship manifested as being “scared 
of Aboriginal”, or ‘difference’ to a ‘civilised’ whiteness. Books and photographs 
presented as facts are products of white social institutions that filter representations 
and the visibility of Indigenous peoples and cultures (Nakata, 2007; Phillips, 2003). 
Gail’s comment about “Aboriginal stuff” being “waved under the table” highlights 
issues with visibility, particularly when representations given primacy in white 
institutions reproduce racialised and simplistic notions of Indigenous cultures. Her 
description of learning more about “Italians and Greeks” also re-told the erasure of 
Indigeneity amid stories of migration and a developing Australia (Moreton-
Robinson, 2003). Finally, the comment “we’re being invaded” can be related to the 
fantasy of a white-nation space (Hage, 1998) that relies on the ‘absence’ or 
‘invisibility’ of Indigenous peoples. Gail’s expression of fear – of being “scared” – is 
also relatable to the ideal of an inviolable white sovereignty and fear of threat to life 
itself (Elder, Ellis & Pratt, 2004). 
Such themes and stories are mobilised by non-Indigenous people in the 
present in different ways, but usually with the result that Indigenous peoples and 
cultures remain largely unknown in non-Indigenous domains (Phillips, 2005, 2012). 
In place of connecting with Indigenous people, non-Indigenous Australians will often 
freely embrace notions of ‘acceptable’ Indigenous culture including art, music and 
corroboree (Phillips, 2005, 2012), as reflected in Gail’s descriptions of her 
interactions with Indigeneity as an adult. 
Now, when we go up to Cairns like maybe every two years and we go up to 
Kuranda and they have a lot of shops up there with arts and I just love it. 
They also have an Aboriginal display where they dance their traditional 
dances and that. But I love looking in their galleries, their beautiful artwork. 
(Gail: 50, 290: 18.02.09)  
Because of all this [the Cultural Project] I’m reading this book – it’s all about 
Arnhem Land and everything. I’ve read a lot of it. It’s about how they lived 
and all that sort of stuff. (Gail: 65, 6: 14.04.09) 
In these examples, Gail showed a selective mode of interacting with Indigenous 
cultures. Her “love” of Aboriginal arts and artwork and mention of traditional dances 
attended to culture along static (i.e., “traditional”, “how they lived”) and 
 201 
 
Chapter 7: Process and content 201 
performative (i.e., “arts”, “dances”) lines only (Perey & Pike, 2010; Phillips, 2005, 
2012). Here, Gail adopted a moral standpoint in relation to/with Indigenous peoples 
built around ‘acceptance’, but with imposed conditions (Phillips, 2005). By 
expressing “love” for Aboriginal arts and reading up on “Arnhem Land”, she 
highlighted differences between her early schooling experiences she attributed to 
being scared and resulting in a lack of knowledge (i.e., “now I just don’t know”), and 
her engagement as an adult whereby she had come to appreciate and read about 
aspects of Aboriginal cultures. As identified earlier, Gail attended a school or key 
social institution which upheld colonial values and exercised whiteness through the 
selective distillation of Indigenous perspectives and knowledges (Coté, 2009; 
Nakata, 2011). As an adult, she exercised this same power by accepting some forms 
of difference (i.e., arts, dances, books about Indigenous cultures), but with the 
condition of not needing to interact directly with Indigenous people or question her 
own subject position in relation to her complicity in oppression. As Phillips (2005) 
writes: 
... selectivity enables the fortification of a particular moral positioning with 
respect to relationships with Indigenous peoples, for its own self-
congratulatory sake as well as within the broader project of Australian 
multiculturalism (I like to watch corroboree, ergo I ‘accept’ Aboriginal 
people, ergo I am not complicit in their oppression). (p. 19) 
Selectivity enabled Gail to show appreciation for some aspects of Indigenous 
cultures without threat to a moral position fortified by notions of ‘tolerance’ (i.e., 
moving on from being scared) and ‘acceptance’ of Indigenous peoples and cultures. 
 To identify a link between cultural standpoint and approaches to curriculum 
and teaching, I provide examples of ideas Gail put forward when developing learning 
experiences with Indigenous content for young children.  
We could paint with dirt, make up a mud thing. Like, you know, use a stick 
or something to do like a dot painting or lines. We could make cardboard 
boomerangs. The kids do love art. I’ve only got to put things out on the table 
and they will swarm to the table. They just love it. (Gail: 50, 253: 18.02.09) 
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We’ve just been discussing things we can do with the kids. We’ve got games 
and [Kylie] is helping with that. I thought about little story cards that have the 
Aboriginal artwork with them and the kids can hear the story. We had the 
jigsaw puzzles out on one table. They loved them. I love looking at them too. 
(Gail: 65, 134: 14.04.09) 
We’ve got these pictures of dot paintings, they look beautiful. Maybe we 
could put them on hard cardboard and laminate them and use them as, like, 
examples for an art table. We don’t have any charcoal do we? We used to 
have charcoal sticks. If we just do small ones [dot paintings] like this size for 
the kids to do. Like I won’t just put it in front of them and say have a go. I’ll 
talk to them first. I guess I could read some stories first and show them what 
we are going to do. (Gail: 65, 243: 14.04.09) 
With these ideas, Gail reproduced within the classroom space the selective approach 
to interacting with Indigenous cultures she employed in her personal life. Her 
suggestions for curriculum with young children were sound in terms of entry points 
for learning. The use of natural materials, engagement with games, puzzles and 
stories, and a focus on producing original art can provide young children with 
valuable learning experiences. When such experiences are overlayed with a focus on 
Indigeneity, there is potential to show respect for Indigenous cultures and community 
and develop a sense of belonging for Indigenous visitors and families (SNAICC, 
2010; Wilson, 2008). However, Gail’s repeated expression of “love” and assertions 
about how “beautiful” the dot paintings were, leant toward exoticising aspects of 
Indigenous cultures and focussing on what Fredericks (2008) refers to as “pretty 
business or the exotic of the interior decor” (p. 8) – in this case, the activities with 
Indigenous content laid out for children on the tables.  
 Structurally, a ‘table-top’ or activity-based approach to learning, as suggested 
in Gail’s ideas, reproduces whiteness. This is because select and often superficial 
aspects of Indigenous cultures and knowledges are used by white teachers as a 
panacea in embedding processes (Battiste, 2000; Fasoli & Ford, 2001; Fredericks, 
2008; Lampert, 2005, 2012; Ninnes, 2000; Yunkaporta, 2009). An activity-based 
approach enables a universal application of ‘culture’ and evidence of doing 
something around embedding processes within the curriculum (Fredericks, 2008). 
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While well-intended, Gail’s ideas relied on and therefore reproduced ‘accepted’ 
constructions of Indigenous cultures focussed on the non-political (e.g., art, dance). 
As her ideas made use of cultural icons (i.e., boomerangs, dot paintings and Creation 
Stories) embraced freely within broader society (Phillips, 2005, 2012), she could 
maintain control over how Indigenous cultures were represented within the 
classroom space without scrutiny or critique. Attending to the ‘accepted’ does not 
require a conceptual shift. This is because accepting, tolerating and including 
Indigenous peoples “on the nation’s terms” (Phillips, 2005, p. 19) detracts from 
engagement with deeper issues of colonisation. Through her curriculum choices, Gail 
could avoid engaging with Indigeneity on a level that implicated her in a mundane 
form of oppression. As her choices fitted with constructions of Indigeneity on white 
terms, she could maintain the status quo both in terms of the types of activities she 
made available to children and her own subject position. 
 A cultural standpoint centred on affirming ‘sameness’ is organised around an 
effort not to ‘see’, or to acknowledge race differences. This cultural standpoint is 
colour and power-evasive and does not permit ‘preferential’ treatment of a particular 
group because an individual views people as being equal or all the same 
(Frankenberg, 1993; Helms, 1990). This viewpoint was evident in how Christine 
(Centre B) explained her thinking about a focus on Indigenous perspectives in 
classroom practices.  
I think everybody’s using the Indigenous thing, making a big deal out of it 
when honestly speaking, we are all multicultural, we have been for years. 
Why should I have to put up different stuff when most of the stuff in my 
home corner is multicultural? So why has it all of a sudden got to be 
promoted? (Christine: 47, 66: 09.02.09) 
Here, Christine conflated Indigenous and multicultural constructs and used this as 
justification for not making “a big deal” out of the “Indigenous thing”. Her 
engagement with difference was selective and upheld constructions of Australian 
identity that tolerate the positioning of Indigenous peoples as part of the multicultural 
“we”, but only as significant ‘Others’ to whiteness at the centre (Edmundson, 2009; 
Hutchinson, 2009; Moreton-Robinson, 1999, 2004). Christine contained Indigenous 
and multicultural perspectives within home corner, thus relegating them to specific 
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margins within the classroom space. For Christine, home corner likely provided the 
one area in the classroom where cultural difference could be represented by the 
‘doing’ of culture (e.g., food, costumes, music, books and posters). Phillips (2005) 
explains that this form of expression “permits cultural difference when it is at its 
least threatening to the national cultural identity” (p. 22). This was of consequence 
for Christine given her investment in the idea of Australia as multicultural – a 
construct which reduces differences between cultural groups to ‘acceptable’ 
boundaries (i.e., food, costumes) that do not disrupt commonsense knowledge or how 
things are always done. 
Christine continued to resist ‘seeing’ difference, particularly in relation to 
Indigenous identities, throughout the Cultural Project. Examples of resistance 
included the following comments from a meeting with Fran and me in which 
resources available to children in the classroom were evaluated. 
Fran: So, it’s okay to say Aboriginal child or Indigenous child when 
we’re looking  at these? Is that the right words?                            
(Fran: 51, 182: 18.02.09) 
 Christine: No, you can’t. (Christine: 51, 184: 18.02.09) 
 Fran:  Yes, you can I think. (Fran: 51, 185: 18.02.09) 
 Christine: I hate both those words. It’s a c-h-i-l-d.                                 
   (Christine: 51, 186: 18.02.09) 
 Fran:  It has a culture you know. (Fran: 51, 187: 18.02.09) 
 Christine: I like this one [image] with the didgeridoo in the background. I 
   love the didgeridoo. I’ve got a CD somewhere ...                  
   (Christine: 51, 188: 18.02.09) 
Then, later in the conversation: 
Fran: I like this one because it has babies in it. Indigenous babies 
and families doing everyday stuff. (Fran: 51, 294: 18.02.09) 
 Christine: I’m not promoting what they are. It’s just a family.              
   (Christine: 51, 296: 18.02.09) 
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In these examples, Christine made use of her position as a non-raced subject to 
establish limits of what could be known about others (Moreton-Robinson, 2004). 
Like Gail, Christine appeared to understand culture in a performative sense, as seen 
in her “love [of] the didgeridoo”. By conceiving Indigenous cultures in a material 
sense, it became possible to maintain a ‘safe’ distance between her understanding of 
self and Indigenous identities. Christine continued to objectify Indigenous peoples 
and cultures throughout the Cultural Project by focusing on concrete artefacts and 
symbols. For example, in a journal entry recorded at the mid-way point, she 
criticised what I had made available to her for personal and classroom use. 
[I] was very disappointed to find that ideas and resources [the researcher] 
brought in are so limited and why should they be used both in babies and 
toddlers room at the same time? (Christine: Journal entry: 25.02.09) 
Christine’s expression of disappointment was layered and powerful. In one sense, her 
rigid construction of what counted as culture (i.e., artefacts) enabled her to take a 
position of ‘knowing’ in terms of what might constitute a limited idea or resource. 
Here, she focussed on books and images I had made available in both the babies and 
toddlers’ rooms and disregarded the articles about whiteness and examples of 
reflections from other educators (shared with their permission) in which they had 
focussed on self in relation to their social positioning and the positioning of others. 
Through resistance to self-analysis and engagement with critique, Christine could 
remain comfortable in a position of dominance. Implicating me as researcher in her 
feelings of disappointment about the materials enabled her to maintain that she was 
already being inclusive in classroom practices. My contributions were bound by 
what Christine could imagine would be of further value in the classroom space. As 
this was reduced to books and images that needed to be shared across classrooms, her 
options for engagement were, indeed, limited. Over the course of the Cultural 
Project, I did not observe a shift in Christine’s understanding of self. Her role as 
float-staff limited which professional development opportunities she could be a part 
of, including those activities focussed more on self-analysis. Despite this, her 
professional role provided her with access and some influence in all teaching spaces 
across the centre.         
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Mobilising the cultural standpoint of a ‘good white’ (Green & Sonn, 2006) 
was not overly common in the Cultural Project despite evidence of commitment and 
effort which can be used as a basis for positioning oneself in a positive and inclusive 
light (Gorski, 2008). In line with this statement, the two educators who employed 
this standpoint most frequently were also the most experienced in terms of 
developing culturally inclusive curriculum. In Chapter 6, I explored how Kylie 
mobilised a position as a ‘good white’ person in her work as the Multicultural 
Officer at Centre B. Here, I focus on Sally (Centre B), for whom the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives was a necessary part of everyday curriculum and 
a key demonstration of respect. Originally from New Zealand, Sally often expressed 
concern about a lack of focus on Indigenous perspectives in Australian early 
childhood education and schooling. 
It’s quite sad that people aren’t really educated about Aboriginal culture, 
especially in schooling. Like, for New Zealand, we have the biculturalism 
and then the multiculturalism, so it’s quite different and a lot of people study 
... I think there’s a lot of animosity here too, about having to do it. 
(Sally: 47, 337: 09.02.09) 
I think for me, coming from New Zealand, it is everywhere over there. So, for 
me, I just found that you just don’t see any sort of Aboriginal knowledge or 
culture here for children to be exposed to ... I’d personally like to learn more 
about Aboriginal culture, like languages and practices. I’ve been quite 
privileged to see some beautiful paintings down in the Hunter Valley and the 
caves down there. (Sally: 48, 13: 13.02.09) 
Why – I just don’t get like why do New Zealand have this shit more together 
in that area than Australia, you know… like, I believe in an early childhood 
setting that they’ve just – yeah, got it much more sorted. Australia, they’re w-
a-y back there. (Sally: 70, 75: 08.05.09) 
On first reading, Sally could be identified as a socially-aware educator. She 
recognised issues of exclusion with Indigenous perspectives at the institutional level 
and drew comparisons between New Zealand and Australia – two colonising 
contexts. At times, socially-aware educators are most at risk of incongruence 
between what they believe, say and do because of a lack of critical reflection on 
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standpoints and pedagogies that align closely with white constructions of inclusivity 
(Lampert, 2005, 2012). For example, in Sally’s comments above, there was implicit 
self-praise rather than self-challenge (Haviland, 2008) when she positioned herself as 
someone willing to learn “more about Aboriginal culture” despite institutional 
constraints and the “animosity” she suggested was shown by (some) other white 
people toward this task. In essence, Sally positioned herself as a ‘good white’ person 
and avoided a focus on her own subject position by attending to racism in 
institutional structures (Green & Sonn, 2006). This position was reiterated in how 
she spoke about the attitudes of colleagues and acquaintances.  
I think you need to be actually aware of what you’re saying. Like, don’t be 
saying  something if you don’t actually know anything about it. I cringe when 
I hear some of the girls [the staff] talking about Aboriginals and I just think I 
know more than you and I’m from New Zealand. (Sally: 50, 996: 18.02.09) 
You see, I cringe around my Dad’s partner. She is extremely racist and of late 
I really do cringe around her. It actually borders on quite embarrassing as 
well at times. (Sally: 50, 1011: 18.02.09) 
And, in a conversation with Gail: 
Sally: That is definitely one thing out of this experience that I’m kind 
of learning, is that the person in my room that I work with 
doesn’t support me in this. (Sally: 69, 378: 01.05.09) 
Gail: Doesn’t what? (Gail: 69, 381: 01.05.09) 
Sally: Doesn’t support me in this. Like how can I put these resources 
out … how can I be that strong enough of a lead to go, “We’re 
going to get this and this is what’s going to happen in this 
room and this is how we’re going to do it?” Because you’re 
not supporting me and maybe you’re racist.                                        
(Sally: 69, 382: 01.05.09) 
Here, Sally positioned herself as self-aware, and as an advocate in relation to/with 
Indigenous peoples and circumstances. She attached the label “racist” to colleagues 
and acquaintances who spoke in overtly disparaging ways about Indigenous peoples, 
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and to her assistant in the classroom who she said did not support her efforts at 
inclusive practice. Greenhalgh-Spencer (2008) suggests that when individuals 
delineate what counts as racism, then perhaps they have a better chance of governing 
their actions so as to appear non-racist. Sally’s responses including reproving others, 
cringing, and questioning the support of her colleague, enabled disassociation from 
other ‘racist’ whites and behaviours. This was a particularly powerful strategy in 
relation to her classroom assistant, a potential ‘racist’ figure, because the very 
appearance of ‘the racist’ enables individuals to engage in critique and show “they 
are not that figure” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 150). Sally’s focus on the attitudes and actions 
of others, along with racism in institutional structures (i.e., a lack of focus on 
Indigenous perspectives in Australian early childhood education and schooling), as 
mentioned previously, deflected attention away from the ways racism structures the 
talk and actions of all white people in colonising contexts (Hage, 1998; Moreton-
Robinson, 1999, 2000). Sally remained complicit with the dominance she readily 
critiqued by not being involved in interrogations of her (white) subject position as 
part of her anti-racist efforts.  
7.1.1 Finding spaces for self-analysis 
The influence of the three standpoints outlined above (i.e., fear and unknowing, 
affirming ‘sameness’, and being a ‘good white’ person) on curricula development 
and design showed the importance of finding ways to support educators to 
understand their subject position and its influence on their thinking and practices. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, awareness of one’s subject position is a critical component of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, and this can be difficult in traditional modes of 
professional development given structure and the focus on technical forms of 
practice. Finding ways to focus on self-analysis was sometimes difficult in the 
Cultural Project, due mainly to time constraints and the ‘pull’ of a pragmatic 
discourse, and sometimes because of resistance from participants. One experience 
that did allow Gail and Sally to engage with different forms of knowledge in relation 
to self was a full-day visit to an Indigenous exhibit at a museum, and engagement 
with a Torres Strait Islander Elder. During the visit, Sally, Gail and I interacted with 
and responded to Indigenous sources of knowledge via exhibits, installations and 
extended discussion with the Elder who was guiding visitors. As we moved around 
the museum we spoke about what we were learning and how new knowledge could 
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be applied within the centre. At the end of the visit, the three of us came together to 
discuss our experiences of the day. I draw on this particular excerpt of the 
conversation to build on earlier analysis about the cultural standpoints Gail and Sally 
adopted in their lives and their work at Centre B.  
Sally: After today, now my focus has probably gone more from the 
general stuff into the sort of political side. Like the treatment 
… because that really grabs me. Like I just really … I want to 
know why… I’ve certainly learnt stuff today that I had no idea 
about. (Sally: 69, 19: 01.05.09) 
Gail: Like no, I had no idea how the Queensland Government 
treated them. Like until we read it … you know, about how 
they were treated. They never even earned their own money. 
They worked so hard, but never got paid. Their money was put 
into some fund. It makes you feel like you’re ashamed. Like it 
makes you feel like, oh gee, you know. You feel ashamed of 
what has happened. That’s what I feel. (Gail: 69, 40: 01.05.09) 
Sally: I don’t. I mean, I’m not Australian and, as far as I’m 
concerned, I’ve never treated Aboriginal people in any bad 
way. (Sally: 69, 54: 01.05.09) 
 Researcher: It’s more about people knowing that feeling guilt and shame. 
   It’s about people knowing the true history.                                    
   (Researcher: 69, 59: 01.05.09). 
 Gail:  I had no idea. (Gail: 69, 61: 01.05.09) 
Sally: I didn’t realise … you know, you don’t realise. I had some sort 
of understanding, because of this anger and all that sort of 
stuff and the land being taken away. But I remember being in 
Sydney and down in Darling Harbour and there’s like an 
Aboriginal … you know a couple of performers dancing. They 
just looked so kind of angry and not happy and they’re not 
smiling. I’m thinking, well, if you kind of don’t  have any 
understanding of where you belong or where you fit anymore 
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and you’re trying to get all that back, you’re not going to be a 
very happy person. (Sally: 69, 77: 01.05.09) 
Here, Sally maintained the position of a ‘good white’ person by firstly showing she 
was open to learning new knowledge about Australian/Indigenous history and 
secondly by distancing herself from an Australian identity. She managed a threat to 
her sense of self – feelings of being ashamed – by locating racism within the national 
context but outside whiteness as a race (Nicoll, 2007). Sally could state she was not 
Australian, but she did not relate ‘being’ white to a privileged position from which 
she could mobilise whiteness and racism in her everyday talk and actions. Sally’s 
refusal of bad feeling in the statements “I don’t [feel ashamed]” and “I’ve never 
treated Aboriginal people in any bad way” are examples of what Ahmed (2012) 
refers to as the “performance of good, happy whiteness” (p. 170). Happy whiteness, 
even when it is about anti-racism, “is what allows racism to remain the burden of 
racialised others” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 170). This was evident in Sally’s description of 
the Aboriginal performers, particularly when she said: 
... if you kind of don’t have any understanding of where you belong or where 
you fit anymore and you’re trying to get all that back, you’re not going to be 
a very happy person. (Sally: 69, 77: 01.05.09) 
In this description, Sally reproduced a culture-as-deficit discourse by constructing 
Indigeneity as a fixed and unchanging category of being, synonymous with suffering 
and anger (Dodson, 1994; Russell, 2002). The effects of racism were located within 
the lives of Indigenous peoples only, and applied crudely to performance aspects of 
Aboriginal dance. For Sally, the visit to the Museum created opportunities to learn 
about aspects of history she had “no idea about” (Sally: 69, 19: 01.05.09), but, as 
Bailey (2007) asserts, engagement with new information can be a momentary slip 
only from white ideals. Like Christine, Sally resisted a critical focus on self 
throughout the Cultural Project. Resistance was aided by maintaining a position as a 
‘good white’ through ongoing critique of the attitudes and curriculum approach 
employed by others. 
For Gail, becoming aware of circumstances in Australian history resulted in 
feeling “ashamed” (Gail: 69, 61: 01.05.09). This is a typical response from non-
Indigenous people when learning truths about Australian and Aboriginal histories not 
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previously known (Hollinsworth, 2006; Reynolds, 2000). As a non-Indigenous 
Australian, Gail can claim a position of ‘not knowing’, of having “no idea” (Gail: 69, 
61: 01.05.09) because of the ways she has been socialised. She organised her 
thoughts of shame around governmental actions, thus prioritising an institutional 
narrative similar to her focus on early schooling experiences. Mills (2007) refers to 
this as “select memory” that is organised into “an overall narrative” that shapes and 
supports an individual’s cultural identity (p. 29). While seemingly taking on ‘bad 
feeling’, there was no threat to Gail’s cultural identity or moral character because the 
admission of shame is in itself constructed by whites as an anti-racist stance (Ahmed, 
2004, 2012). In this respect, an anti-racist stance becomes non-performative because 
the admission becomes the primary indicator of what it is to be a ‘good white’ 
person.  
As a professional development experience, museum learning holds 
possibilities for change in individuals’ beliefs, feelings, knowledge and attitudes 
(Hein & Alexander, 1998). Hein (1998) asserts that museums can provide ‘Eureka’ 
type experiences for visitors when they encounter knowledge and experiences not 
previously known. I suggest that for Gail in particular, there were epiphanies during 
the visit including her response to the exhibit about the mistreatment of Aboriginal 
peoples in relation to their contributions to the Queensland labour force. Gail sat for 
a long time watching the video information and crying. She explained that as 
someone in their 60s, she couldn’t believe she didn’t know what had happened 
(Researcher: Individual journal entry: 01.05.09). While this response is bound by 
historical influences and white ignorance, I make the point that traditional forms of 
professional development would not have engendered this level of personal response. 
For Gail, Sally and me, the museum visit provoked much ongoing thinking and 
reflection about gaps in existing knowledge, ways to work with new knowledge, and 
societal responses to Aboriginal peoples and perspectives. Across the day there was 
time and space to question and reflect, with repeated opportunities to evaluate 
existing knowledge against information generated from each new source. Despite the 
benefits of the museum visit, museums, like texts, images and stories, provide a 
platform for other stories, complete with biases and omissions (Miller, 1998). 
Viewers and responders also reorganise history in relation to their own experiences 
and identities. 
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While difficult, there was evidence that some educators experienced 
significant shifts in standpoint, defined by Kessaris (2006) as “turning things around’ 
so that social realities are constructed as the opposite of what they are” (p. 359). To 
provide an example of ‘turning things around’, I draw on an excerpt from a 
conversation with Jenny (Centre A).  
Well, I just remember you saying about whiteness as a culture and I’ve never 
thought about it like that. For me, that was one thing that sort of stood out.  
It’s like, “Yeah, I do have my own culture”, and before it was like, sort of, 
because I am White, that I don’t consider that because I am in the majority 
that I don’t think about it like that, and I think for me, that’s what I’ve sort of 
worked out ... We don’t even think about that, all the tiny things we take for 
granted. And in that conversation with [Vicky], like, that, it has to be “non-
Indigenous”. (Jenny: 32, 416: 02.10.08) 
Jenny’s comment suggests she had come to understand whiteness as a racial identity. 
She identified that whiteness is attached to particular values and privileges – “all the 
tiny things we take for granted”. Jenny showed understanding of how individuals in 
the majority have difficulty locating their position because being white is posited as 
the human norm (Apple, 2004; Dyer, 1997). Of interest is Jenny’s capacity to think 
about whiteness in relation to Indigenous peoples. Relational understanding had been 
supported in some way through discussions about the use of the term “non-
Indigenous”, and how its application can reposition groups in Australian society in 
relation to an Indigenous centre. Jenny’s comment that “it has to be non-Indigenous” 
demonstrates awareness of Indigenous rights to sovereignty and suggests a 
willingness to renounce the ‘centre’, although there is no measure of accountability 
to do so in her professional and personal life (Moreton-Robinson, 2007). 
  Jenny and I had a number of conversations about whiteness and books and 
articles were provided to support theoretical understanding. Despite this, I was often 
concerned that there wasn’t enough of a focus on whiteness in our work, and that 
deep and critical discussions were constantly overridden by a pragmatic discourse or 
the “doing” of embedding processes. One example was Jenny’s connection with a 
local artist who was creating a canvas with the children in the Pre-Preparatory 
classroom. The logistics of this exercise (e.g., the children visiting the art studio, 
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negotiating consultation times with the artist, accessing materials) often overtook 
deep and critical discussion with Jenny about how she framed the relationship with 
the artist. Building on analysis about consultation in Chapter 6, examples of valid 
points for critical discussion could have included Jenny’s expectations about the 
process and the product; claims to the artist’s time and expertise; potential 
boundaries around how the artist could contribute to the life of the service; and how 
the experience was discussed with the children. Awareness of social positioning and 
cultural standpoint is critical to embedding processes. Educators in white institutional 
spaces have a range of ‘tools’ (e.g., socialisation processes, colonial narratives) 
available to them in terms of mobilising different cultural standpoints and related 
forms of power. Cultural standpoints including fear and unknowing, affirming 
‘sameness’, and being a ‘good white’ person were indicative of the range of 
experiences and understandings about self and others the educators brought to 
embedding processes in the Cultural Project, although these positions were not static 
nor mutually exclusive. In the section following, I focus more specifically on 
curriculum design and implementation to examine the educators’ choices and actions 
around embedding processes. I begin with discussion about resourcing – a common 
first-step in embedding processes. 
7.2 Curriculum design and implementation: “We tend to focus strongly on 
this during N.A.I.D.O.C. [National Aborigines and Islanders Day 
Observance Committee] week” 
In this section, I consider curriculum planning and changes that occurred in 
classrooms, communal areas and at the whole-centre level. In classrooms, resourcing 
is a common first-step in the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives and 
provides opportunities for educators and children to use materials (e.g., books, dolls, 
posters, puzzles, musical instruments) relating to Indigenous cultures in planned and 
spontaneous learning experiences (Butler-Bowdon & Nowland, 2003; Mundine, 
2010). However, curriculum becomes tokenistic when resourcing is the main 
application for embedding Indigenous perspectives and is discriminatory when 
inappropriate resources are used. Resourcing may also be employed to show a 
commitment to diversity in white institutional spaces, even though the use of 
resources indicates that individuals and institutions are not really ‘behind’ their 
intended message or purpose (Ahmed, 2012). Evidence of how this occurs can be 
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read through Vicky and Jenny’s (Centre A) comments about becoming more aware 
of the resources available to educators and children in their classrooms.  
I remember just going through a whole lot of the books we had available here 
[after we started the Cultural Project] and just going, “Yeah, some of these 
are really offensive”. Before our meetings, before having thought about all 
that, I would have picked up one of those books and gone, “Oh wow, this 
might be something good to read to the children”, and then read that to the 
children and not even thought what sort of concept I am creating. 
(Vicky: 75, 404: 19.05.09) 
Like we’ve got resources now that we’re aware of, you know, of what we’ve 
actually got in the room and the meaning. (Jenny: 62, 780: 17.03.09) 
The sub-text of these comments was how the mere presence of resources could be a 
way of showing diversity and being inclusive within the classroom space despite 
individual staff members’ approaches. Ahmed (2012) explains this in the sense that 
“showing can be way of not committing” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 114), as seen in Vicky’s 
comment about her lack of awareness of the concepts she might be creating for 
children in her choice and use of resources, and Jenny in relation to not being aware 
of the resources that were available or of how they might be used. While resources 
with Indigenous content were present in the classrooms prior to and during the 
Cultural Project, inclusive practice was not guaranteed.  
The two comments from Vicky and Jenny above also show how a pragmatic 
of soft approach (Burridge, 2006) to embedding processes can provide a platform for 
further thinking. Increased awareness about the power of resources to influence 
educators and children’s understanding was supported through an inventory and 
evaluation process in the early stages of the Cultural Project. Educators made note of 
the resources available to children, where and how resources were positioned in 
classrooms, and monitored teacher-talk in the use of resources over time. Vicky 
referred to this process when speaking about the opportunity to develop critique 
through “our meetings” and time to think “about all that” (Vicky: 75, 404: 19.05.09). 
“All that” included ongoing discussion, direct modelling of reflective processes, and 
access to a text evaluation framework developed by Maureen Ah Sam, an Indigenous 
scholar (part of my teaching resources). As a result of these processes, Vicky began 
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to implicate her own actions as teacher, beyond the resource and the messages it 
contained. She became concerned with how she made use of the books because they 
were readily available within the classroom space, without consideration of the 
concepts she was creating about Indigenous peoples (Vicky: 75, 404: 19.05.09). 
Jenny (and her colleagues) became more aware of the resources that were available, 
as well as the meaning of why they were there (Jenny: 62, 780: 17.03.09). The range 
of resources available at Centre A showed attempts at inclusive practice. Vicky’s 
reference to how some of the books were “really offensive” (Vicky: 75, 404: 
19.05.09) also showed how everyday practical resources and experiences can 
operationalise and maintain racism in educational institutions despite their mere 
presence upholding notions of inclusion (Ahmed, 2012; Coram, 2001; Fredericks, 
2009a). Within evaluation processes there was no guarantee that what the educators 
interpreted about the meaning and purpose of particular resources aligned with the 
opinions of people whose cultures and identities were represented (Lampert, 2005). 
However, a focus on meaning created space for alternate applications of resources 
within the classroom space.  
At Centre B, Kylie worked closely with Sally, Gail, Dee and Fran throughout 
the Cultural Project to make attempts at effecting change in their practices including 
how resources were accessed and used. In reference to this collective group, Kylie 
made the following comment toward the end of the project:  
We look for Aboriginal cultural storybooks, but we go to the back page now, 
and see if it actually has a historical base to it and who wrote it. We look for 
ones that have a meaning to them ... that help with other information, and we 
can explain things and expand things for the children. 
(Kylie: 84, 210: 26.06.09) 
Kylie made reference to how “Aboriginal cultural storybooks” provided a base from 
which to explain and expand “other information” related to Indigenous peoples and 
perspectives. At the very least, this suggested a shift in approach from how books 
were selected and used previously in the classroom, but it also showed how resources 
could be used at times in place of the presence of Indigenous people (Burridge, 
2006). Importantly, the selection of books with a “historical base” and attention to 
“who wrote” them is indicative of well-chosen resources that provide educators with 
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tools to explore difference, and issues of bias and racism (Glover, 2001; 
MacNaughton & Williams, 2008). Possibilities for deeper or further exploration of 
such issues were implied in Kylie’s reference to “other information”, as well as 
educator ability to “explain things and expand things for the children” beyond the 
scope of the story, although there are always concerns with non-Indigenous 
interpretations and representations of Indigenous peoples and perspectives 
(Chalmers, 2005). Pedagogic intent to “expand things” beyond the scope of a 
particular resource does hold promise in terms of engagement with critical 
explorations of diversity with young children, or what Rhedding-Jones (2005) refers 
to as political justice aspects of diversity. To do this work well, educators require 
self-awareness and the capacity to articulate the seriousness of broader issues 
appropriately to young children (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006); hence, the 
necessity of sustained professional learning and support. 
The comment above was made by Kylie toward the end of the Cultural 
Project, meaning ongoing dialogue about non-Indigenous and Indigenous issues had 
occurred with the educators for some time. The application of such dialogue in 
pedagogic practice is not without issue, although a shift in pedagogic intent, at the 
very least, created potential for discussion with children that had been absent or 
silent within the classroom space. Centre B had a multitude of Indigenous and 
multicultural resources and Kylie was the appointed “multicultural officer” for the 
centre. Shifts in pedagogic intent in the use of the resources available required long-
term investment in dialogue and critique from the commencement of the Cultural 
Project. Concern about the relevance of the resources and reference to them as a 
pedagogic tool is indicative of the shifts that took place over time. 
Use of communal areas 
In relation to action within communal areas, on arriving at Centre A for data 
collection mid-way through the Cultural Project, the director, Leslie, commented to 
me:  
I like the display you set up in the staff room. The staff are all talking about 
it. (Researcher: Individual journal entry: 26.02.09) 
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The director was referring to a book display (Figure 7.1) that had been set up 
anonymously in the staff room by an educator at the centre (who identified herself 
following completion of the Cultural Project). In the analysis of the book display, I 
focus on the educator’s comments about children’s interpretations of the text and the 
potential link between risk and ownership of a pedagogical and political act. 
  
                                                             
(A: 4: 26.02.09) 
   Figure 7.1. Anonymous book display. 
 
The two books used in this display were available in the Kindergarten (children 3-4 
years) and Pre-Preparatory (children 4-5 years) classrooms. As an extension of a 
critical review of resources within Centre A, a staff member removed these texts 
from these classrooms and set up the above display in the staff room. This act 
remained anonymous for some time. In the note attached to the front of the books, 
the educator asked the question: What perceptions could children create when this 
book is read uncritically?  
To begin with, the question suggested the educator understood that children 
are “sophisticated readers of visual texts” (Styles, 2003, p. x). Her question indicated 
awareness that picture books carry cultural, social and historical messages and that 
these messages at times need critical interpretation (Arizpe & Styles, 2003). The 
questions posed in the display position educators at Centre A as being responsible for 
The educator’s note 
reads: 
            





when this book is 
read uncritically?  
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interpreting meanings of the texts, and thinking about their role in terms of how 
meanings are conveyed to children in pedagogic exchanges. In the context of Centre 
A, individual and collective responsibility for the critical review and use of resources 
belonged to a group of non-Indigenous educators who used such resources with 
groups of non-Indigenous children.  
The choice of the books for the display is noteworthy. The educator remarked 
that she didn’t think they had been written by Indigenous Australians, but wasn’t 
sure. Both texts contained historical images and drawings of Aboriginal people and 
more ‘traditional’ ways of life. It is feasible that the portrayal of Aboriginal peoples 
in the books prompted the question from the educator about consequences for 
children if they were not read critically. There was evidence from other sources that 
historical representations of Indigenous peoples had been the basis for discussion and 
critique of what had been available to children at the centre, as seen in Jenny’s entry 
(Jenny: Journal entry: 10.10.08), referred to in the next section, as well as this entry 
from Vicky:  
Often presenters come to [the centre] to perform in traditional attire and the 
children tend to think that this is how all Aboriginal people look.                                                                
(Vicky: Journal entry: 10.10.08) 
In the journal entry, Vicky indicated concern with misrepresentation, and an 
imbalance in historical and contemporary representations of Indigenous peoples and 
cultures in activities and resources available at the centre. These concerns are valid 
and form part of the responsibility of educators to recognise and confront subtle and 
overt forms of stereotyping, essentialism and racism in the resources they use with 
young children (Green, 2001; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001). However, there is also 
a risk of being counter-productive in terms of how resources can be used as a 
platform for further thinking. This is particularly so when books and other resources 
include important references to Indigenous histories, wisdoms and contributions to 
colonial Australia. The book at the front of the photo is authored by Percy Trezise 
(1982), a non-Indigenous Australian who worked extensively with noted Aboriginal 
author and illustrator Dick Roughsey. The narrative of the book is an Aboriginal 
Creation Story, although its naming as such is not without issue given it was more 
acceptable to make this claim in the early 1980s without differentiating author 
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entitlement to particular Stories and their origins. Aboriginal Creation Stories hold 
great wisdom for all young children and provide a platform for further exploration of 
“Indigenous values, responsibilities and spiritual beliefs” relevant to children from a 
range of cultural backgrounds in Australia (Connor, 2007, p. 1). There is a risk that 
other educators may avoid these texts based on the educator’s selection of them for 
the display, although the question put forward on the accompanying note presents 
more of a challenge to question how such texts are interpreted and used in teaching 
practice. 
The anonymity of the book display raises questions about risk in terms of 
self-identification and ownership of pedagogical and political activity. The educator 
responsible for the book display was a floater in the centre – a staff member who 
worked in a casual position across classrooms to relieve permanent staff during 
breaks and programming time (Sims & Hutchins, 2011). A floater in a childcare 
centre generally has a weaker position in adult power relations because of casual 
tenure, the lack of a designated work space and possessions, and a professional role 
that requires observance of the particular desires and needs of a range of permanent 
staff across classrooms. As identified by Blau (1992) and Colcott (2009), the nature 
of the work of float staff can impact how they establish a legitimised identity within 
the education profession. Staff in casual positions can be marginalised by colleagues 
and superiors who perceive they do not have a strong attachment to the childcare 
labour force due to the conditions of their tenure (Blau, 1992; Colcott, 2009). In this 
sense, the risk of taking ownership of the book display could link to its political 
nature, but also to the professional status of the educator concerned. 
Positioning the book display in the staff room, in front of the kettle and 
beside the coffee tin, is significant. While retaining anonymity, the educator made 
use of the one space within the centre where she could position herself more 
powerfully than her colleagues. The staff room is a communal space available to and 
accessed by all staff throughout the course of the day for breaks, lunch, storing 
personal belongings, and small group meetings. Within this space, group 
conversations about educators’ experiences in the Cultural Project and opinions on a 
range of topics including Indigenous peoples and perspectives, were regular features. 
Phillips (2005) explains that non-Indigenous constructions of Aboriginal peoples are 
“circulated and reproduced in the routine, everyday world” including such places as 
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educational resources and curricula and “‘kitchen table’ conversations” (p. 21). 
Kitchen table conversations within the staff room at Centre A presented a range of 
diverse views about Indigenous peoples, representative of the notion that educational 
sites are a microcosm of broader society (Diller, 2011; Moss, 2007). The educator 
responsible for the book display exercised some control over conversations about 
constructions of Aboriginal peoples, although individuals never have full control 
over which knowledge is selected and taken up by others. 
Staff responses to the book display came to light in two of the final 
interviews; one with Vicky and the other with Tanya, an educator who focussed on 
the role of Cultural Support Workers in supporting children from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds in the classroom. In response to an interview question about 
what events (if any) had prompted further thinking during the Cultural Project, both 
Vicky and Tanya referenced the book display.  
I was showing it [the book display] to [a colleague] and we were just going, 
“Look at this. Would you have thought about it that way?” So it definitely 
started talking points in conversations. (Vicky: 75, 362: 19.05.09) 
There have been prompts … things in the centre have changed as a result of 
the projects that people are doing. Like, the book that’s in the staff room at 
the moment with the prompt, “How does this book portray Indigenous 
Australians?”, and that has made me think and stop and read that book and 
think about it in that respect. (Tanya: 45, 118: 16.12.08) 
Both comments suggest that the floater’s action of setting up the book display and, 
more specifically, posing a question, prompted colleagues to re-think and discuss the 
properties of particular resources. The meanings Vicky and Tanya took from 
engagement with the book display are unknown, but of importance was the 
possibility for new interpretations of resources relating to Indigenous cultures, as 
well as the role of educators in supporting children to recognise potential issues with 
representation. The need for a prompt (i.e., the book display) to re-think and extend 
conversations is indicative of how white educators may fail or choose not to engage 
critically with curricula to identify potential issues around whiteness and racism. 
Doing so requires educators to suspend their existing understanding, even 
temporarily, to consider alternative ways of looking at issues they may not ‘see’ or 
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identify of their own accord (Aveling, 2006; Sleeter, 1994). The whole-centre 
approach employed in the Cultural Project is pertinent in the above example given 
the floater could exercise some control over conversations about constructions of 
Aboriginal peoples despite a weaker position in adult power relations due to role and 
tenure. Despite the temporary nature of the display, how it was positioned in a 
communal area influenced the thinking of fellow educators at Centre A.  
Whole-centre activities 
Prior to the Cultural Project, Centre A had focussed on Indigenous perspectives in 
the curriculum primarily during NAIDOC week each year. Discussion about the 
impact of this approach on children’s understanding was the focus of a conversation 
between Jenny and Vicky early in the Cultural Project.  
Jenny: I know when you guys [sic] in the Pre-Prep did the NAIDOC 
stuff, the children got the image of Aboriginal people way 
back in the little lap-laps with the spears and they really 
couldn’t get that contemporary image. 
(Jenny: 20, 28: 12.09.08)  
Vicky: Yeah, that they now wear clothes and live in houses. The kids 
were actually arguing with [the educator] about it. 
(Vicky: 20, 31: 12.09.08) 
In the communal journal, Jenny also wrote:  
The question for me is how do we give children the opportunity to learn 
about traditional Indigenous culture without giving them the perception that 
all Aboriginal people live this traditional way. How do we integrate 
Indigenous culture throughout the centre without being tokenistic? We tend 
to focus strongly on this during N.A.I.D.O.C. week which is great however I 
think we need to thread this focus through everyday life at [Centre A]. 
(Jenny: Journal entry: 10.10.08) 
Here, Jenny questioned how Indigenous perspectives were, and could be, mobilised 
within the centre. Through events such as NAIDOC Week, diversity becomes 
physically embedded within an institution. Temporary currency is given due to the 
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presence of resources, flyers and people, or what Ahmed (2012) refers to as 
“multiple alignments” (p. 32). Jenny described how “NAIDOC stuff” used during the 
week centred on historical representations of Indigenous peoples. Comments such as 
“children got the image of Aboriginal people way back” indicated that chosen 
resources and activities upheld ‘traditional’ or static notions of culture which aligned 
with the children’s rigid perceptions of the lives of Indigenous peoples. The 
educator’s attempts to redirect were met with arguments from children – an 
interesting form of what Ahmed (2012) refers to as “institutional blockages” (p. 32). 
The thinking of some of the children at Centre A aligned with the responses of 
children in a study undertaken by MacNaughton and Davis (2001), which 
highlighted how young Australian children mobilise whiteness within their 
constructions of Indigenous peoples. For example, by positioning Indigenous peoples 
as historical figures and Indigenous cultures as exotic or primitive and employing 
difference or black-white binaries to explain non-Indigenous/Indigenous 
relationships (MacNaughton & Davis, 2001). Combined, the resources made 
available to children and the temporary focus on Indigenous perspectives during 
NAIDOC week reduced the educators’ facility to redirect rigid thinking about 
Indigenous peoples and their cultures, and to provide alternative representations. As 
indicated in Jenny’s entry in the communal journal (Jenny: Journal entry: 10.10.08), 
a temporary focus or ‘diversity week’ does not support strategies or techniques for 
embedding processes (Ahmed, 2012). 
The importance of offering remuneration for the expertise of Indigenous 
people and their time was also discussed throughout the Cultural Project. In this 
conversation, Leslie (Centre A) was making plans to build on an existing relationship 
with a local artist who had worked previously on a project with children at the centre 
through goodwill. 
So maybe something like talking to [local artist] and perhaps at the end of the 
year we pay him to do something with families. So it’s not just the kid’s 
curriculum but something for whole families. I think that one of our roles is 
not just around making shifts in kids’ thinking, but helping families to link 
more broadly and really think about the local Indigenous culture.                      
(Leslie: 20, 800: 12.09.08) 
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Here, Leslie placed emphasis on the role of the centre to involve families. Helping 
families to “link more broadly and really think about the local Indigenous culture” 
was constructed as a key role of the centre, rather than the sole responsibility of the 
local artist employed to “do something with families”. Leslie’s proposed experience 
focussed on the participation of a local Indigenous artist who would be remunerated 
for his expertise, but her commentary focussed on outcomes for non-Indigenous 
people in terms of centre-initiated support and responsibility for making shifts in 
families’ thinking. In this respect, responsibility for learning would be a joint 
endeavour on the part of the centre, families and the artist employed to work with 
them. This approach is ethical because non-Indigenous responsibility for self-
learning and the education of other non-Indigenous people should be a key 
component in efforts to make spaces for Indigenous people within the curriculum 
(Fisher et al., 2008; Harrison, 2008; Hytten, 2007). Community and intercultural 
relationships are key contributing factors in coming to Aboriginal knowledge 
(Yunkaporta, 2009), although Leslie understood there was also potential for non-
Indigenous stakeholders to focus on their own thinking, as well as the learning that 
would come from the experience.  
Reference to the curriculum extending to “whole families” suggests that 
Leslie understood Indigenous perspectives and expertise to be what Richardson 
(2011) refers to as “highly valued community knowledge” (p. 25). Indigenous 
perspectives can be understood in this way when all stakeholders at a childcare 
centre are concerned with and support children’s involvement with Indigenous 
people and exposure to Indigenous cultures (Richardson, 2011). Within a community 
framing, Leslie could promote the role of the early childhood setting in supporting 
home-community connections (Sims & Hutchins, 2011), and make use of the 
centre’s “sphere of influence” (Hytten, 2007, p. 21) to connect all stakeholders with a 
potential learning opportunity.  
Changes in approach to curriculum design and implementation are critical to 
embedding processes. Resourcing in particular gives presence to diversity in white 
institutional spaces, although, as shown in the analysis in this section, racialising 
practices are present in even the most mundane teaching activities including the 
choice and use of books. While change is critical at all levels (i.e., classroom, whole-
centre, operational procedures), even a pragmatic focus allows for deeper and more 
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critical thinking when educators have time and support to question commonsense 
practices. In the section following, I focus specifically on curriculum choices that 
involved a highly recognised symbol of Aboriginality. 
7.3 Aboriginal and Indigenous symbols: “I didn’t want to offend anybody ...” 
The attributes of some symbols and materials created concerns for the educators in 
terms of being ‘too political’ for parents, colleagues and visitors. This resulted in 
some representations of Aboriginality and Indigeneity surfacing within the two 
research sites and others not. In reference to Ahmed’s (2012) notion of “respectable 
diversity” (p. 35), here I draw on the example of displaying an Aboriginal flag within 
the reception areas and classrooms of the two centres to highlight how the educators 
negotiated ‘respectable’ or ‘permissible’ forms of difference. I use this example for 
two reasons. Firstly, the Aboriginal flag is a widely recognised symbol of the unity 
and identities of Aboriginal peoples in Australia and, in relation to its symbolism for 
Indigenous rights in the form of land rights, is highly politicised (Broome, 2010; 
Fletcher & Leonard, 1999). Secondly, the recommendation in the draft version of the 
Early Years Learning Framework (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008a) to fly/ 
display an Aboriginal flag in early years settings received strong opposition in 
mainstream newspapers and public opinion forums (see Chapter 2). I begin with 
commentary from Rachael, the assistant director at Centre B, who implicated parents 
when expressing concern about causing offence by displaying an Aboriginal flag in 
the classroom. 
I was a bit thingy about the Aboriginal flag because I’ve got flags up on my 
roof and I wanted to put an Aboriginal flag but I didn’t know how parents 
would respond to that. It was about that sorry time and I’m thinking, I don’t 
know how parents are going to respond to that, but if it’s alright ... I didn’t 
want to offend anybody and I know it does offend people. Especially when 
they might not come to me, they might whinge to [the director] and going 
back to [the director] and whinging to her because I mean she’s got enough 
without that ... I just thought that would be something – because we want to 
put flags all along our roof and that was one flag I did want to get my hands 
on. (Rachael: 55, 567: 25.02.09) 
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Linking the display of an Aboriginal flag to ‘offending’ people is a manifestation of 
the way symbols of Aboriginal nationhood are politicised (Attwood, 1994; Behrendt, 
2003; Dodson, 1994; Elder, 2009). Like most Australians, Rachael is positioned to 
worry about Aboriginal ‘politics’; to view the display of an Aboriginal flag in her 
classroom as too political and therefore risky. By drawing parents into the 
explanation of why she was “a bit thingy” about the Aboriginal flag, Rachael became 
insulated from implication in a form of social and pedagogical exclusion (Haviland, 
2008). As clients of the centre, responses from parents matter. Rachael could use 
uncertainty about parental response as justification for inaction, thus emphasising her 
position and decision-making along professional lines. In relation to the director, 
Rachael adopted a position of “caring”, described in Haviland’s (2008) research as a 
strategy employed by white teachers and students to protect everyone from “feeling 
uncomfortably implicated in racism and white supremacy” (p. 49). Rachael’s 
intention was to protect the director, her superior and mentor, from being caught up 
in a potentially negative reaction to a political decision. By choosing not to display 
the flag, she could ‘spare’ the director and herself from potential backlash. For 
Rachael, this strategy diminished the challenge of having to make a definitive 
decision about displaying an Aboriginal flag in the classroom. The statement, “but if 
it’s alright”, showed that she was open to reassurance and influence to change her 
mind, but she could employ whiteness as a tool for pedagogical exclusion (Gorski, 
2008) at her whim to avoid a potential negative reaction. Whiteness then, became a 
strategy of avoidance, employed by Rachael to evade taking personal responsibility 
for including the Aboriginal flag with other flags on display in the classroom. 
The scenario above showed how particular cultural symbols are sometimes 
understood only in “unhappy” terms (Ahmed, 2012, p. 166). In this case, 
unhappiness related to the potential for parents to be offended by a widely recognised 
symbol of Aboriginal nationhood that has ties to a history of racism. By proximity to 
the flag (i.e., displaying it in the classroom), racism was “reduced to bad feeling” 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 169) – described by Rachael in terms of the potential to cause 
offence and the potential for parents to whinge to the director. To avoid bad feeling, 
the Aboriginal flag was excluded from public view within the classroom space, thus 
“keeping whiteness [and white bodies] comfortable” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 215). In this 
respect, non-Aboriginal parents could only be comfortable when the Aboriginal flag 
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was not among the other flags she had chosen to display. Rachael chose not to 
display an Aboriginal flag in the classroom during the Cultural Project, although an 
Aboriginal flag and a Torres Strait Islander flag were purchased and displayed in the 
reception area of the centre where Rachael worked (Centre B). Ahmed (2012) 
suggests that to convert cultural symbols from unhappy to happy objects, they need 
to be able to co-exist with other objects that are acceptable in an institutional 
environment. This statement provides a striking pre-text for Figure 7.2, given the 
initial display of an Aboriginal flag next to an image of the popular children’s 
character, Captain Feathersword (The Wiggles Inc., 2008) at Centre B. 
 
 
       (B: 12: 25.06.09) 
      Figure 7.2. Placement of an Aboriginal flag. 
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I am hesitant to include this image given the undignified manner in which an 
Aboriginal flag is displayed. The flag was moved to a different position in the 
reception area a week after this photograph was taken, following discussion and 
research about correct protocol for display. The point I wish to make here is that in 
close proximity to an acceptable symbol of childhood (i.e., Captain Feathersword), it 
became possible for the Aboriginal flag to represent a “happy sign of diversity” 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 168). The placement of the flag over institutional paraphernalia 
including pamphlets about child health and wellbeing, and copies of the parent 
handbook, was symbolic of the overlaying of diversity on white walls and spaces – a 
projection of the ‘right’ institutional image (i.e., being diverse) and correction of the 
‘wrong’ one (i.e., whiteness) (Ahmed, 2012). As Monica, the director of Centre B, 
stated:  
They’ve [the parents] all been very positive, like, “Oh, isn’t that nice to see”. 
It’s [the Aboriginal flag] the main focus as you come in the door of reception.                
(Monica: 88, 221: 26.06.09) 
Monica’s comments about parental responses to the display of the flag contrast with 
Rachael’s concern about potential parental backlash. A positive response from 
parents could have been representative of greater awareness and recognition in the 
broader Australian community at that time due to the Apology delivered by then 
Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd. It could also be bound by a “polite fiction”, explained 
by Burns (1953, p. 662) as a non-adversarial response to an overt political act 
because respondents revert to artificial consensus in place of dialogue about a topic 
deemed difficult. Monica’s comment that all parents were very positive suggests a 
polite fiction, in the sense that the parent group and the director consented uniformly 
to an overt political act. This would temper the need for dialogue and potential 
conflict or judgement that could impact their existing relationship. 
In contrast to Rachael’s concerns, Sally spoke about the display of an 
Aboriginal flag at Centre B as a policy requirement, a demonstration of respect, and 
as a mechanism for passing accreditation, as seen in these excerpts from one 
conversation. 
That’s what I said. I said to her [a colleague from an affiliated centre], well, 
you should get onto it [purchasing/displaying the Aboriginal flag and the 
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Torres Strait Islander flag] because it’s going to be a requirement [of the draft 
Framework]. I told her [our director] did an order and we’ve got them in the 
foyer. (Sally: 70, 13: 08.05.09) 
I don’t think you’re sort of shoving it down anyone’s [the parents] throat by 
displaying the flags. No, it’s just a sign of respect. (Sally: 70, 48: 08.05.09) 
I sometimes think when things [requirements in policy documents] come in, 
like for accreditation, it’s just token. Like, they’re [our affiliated centre] just 
going to put them [the Aboriginal flag and Torres Strait Islander flag] up 
there because if they don’t have them up they’re not going to pass 
accreditation. And it’s like, you’re not even finding a reason as to why 
they’re there. That’s what I think. Oh here’s another piece of tokenism, 
because if you don’t have it … That, to me, still doesn’t make any sense. It 
doesn’t make any sense in my world that you’re just putting them up there for 
the sake of it ... And it doesn’t mean anything. They put them up for two days 
[during the validation visit] and then pull them down. Don’t say that, it makes 
me even more sad. (Sally: 70, 364: 08.05.09) 
Sally’s comments highlighted issues with readings of policy that are sometimes 
distorted from intended meanings. Sally herself misread recommendations in the 
draft Framework (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008a) as definitive requirements 
(e.g., purchasing and displaying an Aboriginal flag and a Torres Strait Islander flag) 
and used these ‘requirements’ as a basis for directing the actions of colleagues and 
passing judgement on their responses to displaying the flags in the foyer. She also 
identified how in high stakes processes including accreditation, particular 
interpretations and outcomes of policy may be legitimised over others (Moss, 2007); 
in this case, the display of the flags to get a ‘tick in the box’ for accreditation. 
Through accreditation, centres may be rewarded for the visual presence of symbols 
and materials representing Indigeneity and multiculturalism, despite distortions in 
how such outcomes came about and for what purpose (Colbung et al., 2007; Miller et 
al., 2003). In this respect, legislation puts in place a ‘tick-box’ approach which can 
negate better institutional performance in terms of racial issues. A ‘tick-box’ 
approach enables a white institution to ‘look good’ on matters of diversity because 
they are seen to be meeting legislation (Ahmed, 2012). Another sub-text of these 
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issues was Sally’s continued engagement with whiteness in ways that enabled a 
position of righteousness and, by proxy, indignation. Sally advocated for adherence 
to policy recommendations (read as requirements) and demonstrating respect to 
Indigenous peoples. She showed awareness of issues with tokenism and a need to 
develop a personal rationale for decision-making around Indigenous perspectives. In 
this sense, she attended to issues of whiteness, but only in terms of institutional 
forms of racism and the actions of other white people. Wrongdoing was located in 
the institution and in others, meaning Sally could distance herself from the unjust 
actions of others by way of taking up a position as a concerned observer (Green & 
Sonn, 2006; Haviland, 2008). Adding emotion – “it makes me even more sad” 
(Sally: 70, 364: 08.05.09) – gave further weight to Sally’s concern and a position of 
empathy in relation to/with Indigenous peoples, thus reinforcing how she distanced 
herself from whiteness at a subjective level. 
At Centre A, the director, Nell, promoted the idea that the display of the 
Indigenous flags was necessary regardless of the demographic of the centre.  
Some people might question why we’ve now got the flags up when we have 
no Indigenous children ... but you just can’t keep to the stereotypical of “this 
is just a white centre”. We need to make those links because of our [local] 
community and history. (Nell: 92, 1081: 14.07.09)  
This expression of a commitment to recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples concealed some of the dilemmas around placement and permanence that 
went on with displaying the flags at Centre A.  
Vicky: What happened with the flags in the end? 
(Vicky: 56, 312: 27.02.09)  
Jenny: Ah, they’re up. The Torres Strait [Islander] one is. I went and 
found out Jill took the other one [Aboriginal flag] down 
yesterday because of that garden display she has to do. We 
also had the map, the Aboriginal map. That must of got taken 
down for her display too. We need to fix that back up. 
(Jenny: 56, 313: 27.02.09)  
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Re-reading Nell and Jenny’s comments together provides an example of how a 
spoken commitment can become non-performative dependent on how it is circulated 
within an institution (Ahmed, 2012). While Nell expressed a whole-centre 
commitment to recognising Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, Jill’s 
actions communicated that the Aboriginal flag and map of Aboriginal Australia were 
removable and replaceable. Jill prioritised her claim to space in the reception area 
according to her professional needs at the time – as related to assessment 
requirements in her Diploma studies. Actions and counter-actions between Jill and 
Jenny became a site of struggle about whose interests had the most legitimacy in a 
communal area. Jill’s removal of the flag and map of Aboriginal Australia, even 
temporarily, communicated a strong message about how diversity could be 
overridden. While Jenny recognised a need to “fix ... up” the Aboriginal flag that had 
been removed, Jill’s actions showed how a whole-centre commitment could become 
non-performative. In actuality, Centre A could only claim they had a commitment to 
displaying the flags to the extent that all educators within the centre were committed 
to this goal (Ahmed, 2012). Jenny approached Jill to discuss the removal of the 
Aboriginal flag and the map of Aboriginal Australia from the reception area – a 
conversation I was not privy to. When I returned to Centre A the following day, the 
Aboriginal flag and map of Aboriginal Australia were again on display in the 
reception area, adjacent to the main entrance of the centre.  
 Negotiating what was respectable or permissible in curriculum choices was 
bound by a range of influences. Choices that were seen to be overtly political brought 
into play questions and issues with permission in terms of social norms and taboos, 
policy expectations and implications for staff and key stakeholders. It appeared that 
more overt curriculum choices created a heightened sense of ‘risk’ for the educators 
in terms of what they viewed as potential repercussions. This resulted in further 
marginalisation of some representations of Indigenous peoples and cultures in 
choices around curriculum development and design.  
7.4 Embedding at a whole-centre level? “The Indigenous focus, that’s 
throughout the centre ...” 
In this section, I identify tensions between what occurred in practice, as outlined in 
Sections 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3, and the group-oriented goal of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives using a whole-centre approach at the two participating centres. As 
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discussed in Chapter 2, a whole-centre approach is a goal that has both strengths and 
weaknesses dependent on purpose and context (Ahmed, 2012; Squires, 2005). In 
educational contexts shaped on white terms, a commitment to a whole-centre 
approach can carry the implicit message that diversity has become, or is already, a 
given (Ahmed, 2012), despite ‘hidden’ barriers including colonial attitudes, interests 
and structures.  
 Here, I examine excerpts from conversations and some of the communal 
journal entries recorded by the three directors: Leslie and Nell from Centre A, and 
Monica from Centre B. This is to identify how implicit messages of enthusiasm and 
pride; solidarity; and action and change, gave weight to the idea that diversity work, 
including embedding Indigenous perspectives, had become a ‘given’ in the two 
research sites. In relation to the whole-centre approach employed in the Cultural 
Project, I draw on Ahmed’s (2012) theorising around mainstreaming – the idea that 
diversity work becomes intrinsic to all organisational practices, and that a 
commitment to diversity work is distributed evenly amongst members of an 
organisation. As leaders of the two services, it is pertinent to consider how the 
directors spoke about the uptake of the Cultural Project within their centres.  
 Expressions of enthusiasm and pride in diversity work are powerful because 
they project the idea of a universal or blanket commitment that overrides how 
individuals respond differently in practice (Ahmed, 2012). The following comments 
from Monica at Centre B, and Nell at Centre A, suggest that a universal commitment 
to diversity work was going to be, or was, achieved in the two centres over the 
course of the Cultural Project.  
 This is going to be a work in progress and this is going to be for the benefit of 
 everybody, but most of all for the children. Everybody’s going to come in  
 positive. (Monica: 47, 493: 09.02.09) 
I think here it’s been far more of a team kind of effort ... I think that, as a 
team, they’ve all just sort of taken a hold of the [Cultural] project and sort of 
looked at it and they in fact want more, which I think is really special, really 
nice. (Nell: 92, 112: 14.07.09) 
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 It’s just sort of really built up into a really fantastic centre with all of the staff 
 being involved [in the Cultural Project] and proactive. 
(Nell: 92, 723: 4.07.09) 
Firstly, the comments made by Nell and Monica suggest blanket enthusiasm and 
pride about participation in the Cultural Project. These two attributes – enthusiasm 
and pride – were evident in Monica’s comment that “everybody’s going to come in 
positive”. In one sense, this could be read as a director’s expression of pride about 
the potential of the staff group. Given Monica made the comment during the first 
whole-group meeting, and following the opportunity for staff to share any concerns 
they had about participating in the research, it could also be read as a clear directive 
about how staff were to approach and ‘accept’ the instalment of the project at their 
centre. In context, Monica’s comment reflected an investment in ‘good’ feelings 
around participation – a strategy that “can allow management not to hear those who 
have a problem” with engagement in diversity-related work (Ahmed, 2012, p. 146). 
Employing this strategy may have related to Monica’s own enthusiasm for the 
project, her investment in the staff group, or the encouragement she received from 
the management body to take part. In reality, resistance to aspects of diversity work 
were consistent amongst the staff group at Centre B. Two issues examined in this 
chapter included Christine’s resistance to an Indigenous focus in classroom practices 
(Section 7.1), and Sally’s concerns about her efforts being impeded by a colleague 
she labelled as “racist” (Section 7.1). Projecting enthusiasm on behalf of the staff 
group enabled Monica some level of control over how a commitment to diversity 
would be distributed evenly amongst the staff, but only at a surface level. The 
children at Centre B were implicated in her talk about the value of participating in 
the project because she positioned them as the key beneficiaries of staff commitment 
and positive forms of engagement. As she stated, “this is going to be for the benefit 
of everybody, but most of all for the children”. 
 Nell’s comments during the final interview also suggested enthusiasm and 
pride when she stated that educators “in fact want more” and this was “really special, 
really nice” (Nell: 92, 112: 14.07.09). Nell also commented that Centre A had “built 
up into a fantastic centre”, with all staff being “involved” and “proactive” (Nell: 92, 
723: 14.07.09). Ahmed (2012) suggests that enthusiasm and pride are forms of 
“noise” that make it possible to “fail to hear about racism” (p. 145). Noise created by 
 233 
 
Chapter 7: Process and content 233 
the educators wanting more and being involved and proactive enabled Nell (and me) 
to present a “positive, shiny image” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 272) of Centre A at the 
completion of the Cultural Project. Such images become a way of promoting the 
organisation to a broader audience, as occurred through presentations and write-ups 
about the Cultural Project following its completion (see Chapter 5). While 
enthusiasm and pride are necessary for ownership of diversity work and its 
distribution amongst members of an organisation, such attributes can be manipulated 
to construct ‘happy’ stories of diversity in place of critique.   
 In relation to solidarity, Nell’s comment suggested that all of the educators at 
Centre A were productive members of a “team” (Nell: 92, 112: 14.07.09). Leslie also 
used this term earlier in the Cultural Project when she stated: 
It’s not solitary. It’s like us working together as a team to try and embed the 
Indigenous focus throughout the centre and talking about it throughout the 
day as  part of our professional development (Leslie: 20, 856: 12.09.08) 
Both Leslie and Nell used the term “team” to describe the staff group’s experiences 
of the Cultural Project and how they were working together to effect change. Leslie 
made specific reference to the approach to professional development employed in the 
Cultural Project when comparing working as a “team” to a “solitary” endeavour, 
which often defines professional development activity (e.g., a workshop attended by 
one staff member). Ahmed (2012) speaks about solidarity as “a promise of inclusion” 
(p. 183) which can become a concealment and extension to exclusion. At Centre A, 
tensions around the inclusion of float staff were highlighted in terms of access to 
designated work spaces and decision-making processes around curriculum design 
(Section 7.2). At both Centre A and Centre B, float staff had limited access to 
professional development activities in comparison with colleagues, based on their 
tenure and position as the least qualified members of staff. This did not always 
negate having influence, as shown in Section 7.2 with the instalment of the book 
display by the anonymous float staff member at Centre A. However, being part of a 
team ‘looked’ different for different individuals in the Cultural Project.  
 Enthusiasm and pride, and solidarity in diversity work contribute to the idea 
of ongoing action and change. Providing evidence of action and change is central to 
an action research process given ongoing cycles of action and reflection that help 
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guide the direction of a project (Stringer, 2008). The comments below show 
examples of how Leslie, Nell and Monica spoke about action and change over the 
course of the Cultural Project. 
We could have sent [a staff member] off doing an Aboriginal and Islander 
cultural workshop run once a year, but when staff have gone off to do that, I 
haven’t seen anything different. So it’s interesting that you don’t need a 
whole three-hour workshop, you can just start to implement ideas because 
there’s so many conversations and action going on with staff at the centre.                      
(Leslie: 21, 302: 12.09.08) 
 Well it’s everywhere. You know, we’ve got the sustainability out the front; 
 we’ve got what [educator’s] done with the bilingualism, and the Indigenous 
 focus, that’s throughout the centre – the projects are just everywhere. It’s also 
 the way people are talking about what they’re doing and even discussing it 
 with the children ... It’s just the way people talk and they discuss with the 
 children. (Nell: 92, 723: 14.07.09)  
I sit in here [in the staff room] at lunch time and they talk about their projects 
at break time. Yeah, they do, in the rooms and everything. They’re doing lots 
of talking and it’s good ... You’ve just got to see how the rooms run now, 
what they put out. They’re doing it – all that sort of cultural stuff. 
(Monica: 55, 201: 25.02.09) 
Through action and change, diversity work and, by relation, diversity were projected 
to be ‘everywhere’ within the two centres. There was a sense of action and change in 
the directors’ descriptions of what staff were now doing and to what extent. 
Comments including “there’s so many conversations and action going on”, “the 
projects are everywhere” and, “they’re doing it – all that sort of cultural stuff”, were 
indicative of how the directors viewed diversity work as becoming mainstream 
within their centres during the research. Of interest in the directors’ comments is the 
saliency of talk (conversations) and activities (what the educators put out for 
children) as signs of action and change. Talk and action are also forms of “noise” 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 61) that are created through descriptions of productivity. Noise as 
talk and action has the potential to cancel out other noises, including racism, 
particularly when productivity around diversity has a newness that gives it additional 
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value in an institutional space (Ahmed, 2012), as was the case in the Cultural Project. 
Both talk and action can be non-performative when there are differences between 
intent and stated beliefs and what then actually occurs in practice. Two examples 
presented in this chapter included Christine’s (Centre B) investment in a 
multicultural ideal and inclusive practice that worked to exclude a specific focus on 
Indigenous peoples and perspectives in classroom practice (Section 7.1). Secondly, 
Rachael’s (Centre B) hesitation to display an Aboriginal flag due to concerns with 
parental response, despite stating she did “want to get her hands” on an Aboriginal 
flag and her commitment to displaying many other national flags in the classroom 
space (Section 7.3).  
 Diversity work involves pushing or driving forward agendas around diversity 
that organisations have not attended to already. When a diversity agenda and related 
actions need to be prioritised or imposed, as was the case in the Cultural Project, then 
diversity cannot be described in mainstream terms (Ahmed, 2012). This is because 
diversity work becomes an applied process, rather than something that is intrinsic to 
everyday practices and operational procedures. Leslie (Centre A) identified a gap 
between the practical application of diversity work and how it translated to the 
philosophy statement that underpinned all aspects of curricula at Centre A. On the 
final day in her role as director, Leslie recorded the following entry in the communal 
journal.  
The explorations of the team these few months have highlighted some core 
values that are not emphasised in our spiral philosophy document and it 
would be good to incorporate statements around sustainability, vegetarianism 
[and] acknowledgement of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history 
and respect for contemporary Indigenous cultures. I think the spiral document 
still holds true symbolically and in the text statements and wouldn’t like to 
see any of what is currently represented watered down, but issues of diversity 
and culture don’t stand out as much as they could. All the best in the journey. 
(Leslie: Journal entry: 03.04.09) 
Leslie’s comment about what should have greater focus in the philosophy statement 
aligned with the different projects undertaken by staff during the Cultural Project. 
Specific mention of issues of diversity and culture not standing out highlighted how 
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whiteness oriented practices and people within the centre (Ahmed, 2012). While 
there was a focus on both Indigenous history and contemporary Indigenous cultures, 
acknowledgement of such did appear to ‘fight’ for space amongst other curricula 
priorities. Three months later, Nell (Centre A) also made reference to the philosophy 
statement. 
And I’m sure you’ve looked in the staffroom – we were looking at even 
incorporating it into our philosophy somehow, the Cultural Project. It’s just 
become what we do. (Nell: 92, 705: 14.07.09) 
This comment can be evaluated against Ahmed’s (2012) theorising that commitment 
is an interface between policy and action, and vice versa. To generate institutional 
commitment means to make institutions “catch-up” (p. 140) with what they say they 
do, whether by transferring policy to practice or practice to policy. Nell’s comment 
suggests disconnect between work around culture and diversity becoming what 
Centre A does intrinsically, and finding ways to incorporate this work into policy 
(i.e., the philosophy statement). Returning to the notion of a “positive, shiny image” 
(Ahmed, 2012, p. 272), it becomes possible to see how practices can be appealing at 
a surface level, but may not become part of how an institution feels and thinks – a 
useful analogy for a centre’s philosophy statement.  
 The two participating centres were pro-active in some areas of diversity work 
prior to participation in this research. Of concern is how the Cultural Project and 
whole-centre approach to action research enabled the directors to project the idea that 
diversity work and, by relation, diversity were becoming or had become mainstream 
when, by the very nature and structure of mainstream centres, it could not. This is 
because embedding at a whole-centre level requires the disruption and re-
organisation of existing curriculum and management structures. Only then could the 
centralisation of multiple and diverse ways of thinking and working occur (Ahmed, 
2012; Colbung et al., 2007; Gorski, 2008). 
Even as an end-goal, embedding diversity work at whole-centre level can 
become an issue in the sense that centres are ill-prepared for this to occur. As Ahmed 
(2012) states:   
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... to act as if mainstreaming is the case, because it should be the case, can be 
counterproductive because the conditions are not available in the present to 
make it the case. (p. 138) 
Here, Ahmed (2012) refers to the absence of institutional conditions that support 
mainstreaming processes which include, but are not limited to, the disruption and re-
organisation of existing curriculum and management structures, time, staffing and 
resourcing. In Chapter 5, I outlined issues with structural conditions including time, 
which became a form of institutional ‘trouble’ (Ahmed, 2012). I now draw attention 
briefly to vocational-level qualifications as an institutional condition that, for some 
educators, created a sense of being ill-prepared for the work of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives. 
 Qualifications are an example of “drivers” or “specialisms” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 
139) needed to support diversity work. Some educators associated a vocational-level 
qualification with a lack of preparedness for the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives, as seen in the following comments from Sally and Monica at Centre B. 
... I know absolutely nothing about Aboriginal culture. At TAFE someone 
comes in and teaches a few songs and that’s it, so, like, I know nothing. So I 
think as far as I’m concerned, what’s these sorts of things and puzzles, 
they’re just tokens. They’re just token gestures that no one will actually care 
about ... I mean, I barely touched any multiculturalism or anything in my 
diploma. There was one little section. (Sally: 47, 58: 09.02.09)  
... Especially the multicultural and the Indigenous side of it, because they 
don’t – when they do their studies, they just don’t do a lot of that. It makes it 
hard. (Monica: 88, 41: 26.06.09) 
Here, Sally and Monica related professional education experiences at TAFE to a lack 
of knowledge. At a broad level, both comments highlighted how diversity is 
marginalised across sectors in education, with Sally translating this issue to 
tokenistic resources and curriculum practices. Positioning professional education as 
the reason for a lack of knowledge and diversity work being “hard” (Monica: 88, 41: 
26.06.09), created potential for a default position in terms of what or who could be 
held accountable for how this work was constructed and put into practice. Comments 
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including “I know nothing”, “there was one little section” and “they just don’t do a 
lot of that” were attributed to professional education without any reference to 
personal responsibility. This showed how personal responsibility for diversity work 
can be absolved by emphasising issues with institutional conditions, creating 
potential for educators to avoid the task of deconstructing their own approach and 
self-interests (Ahmed, 2004; Haviland, 2008).  
 Christine and Kylie (Centre B) also highlighted issues with TAFE level 
education, but did make reference to autonomy in terms of the level to which 
individual educators take responsibility for further learning. 
They don’t cover it. I mean I barely touched any multiculturalism or anything 
in my diploma so it depends on how far you want to explore it and spend on it 
I guess. (Christine: 47, 410: 09.02.09) 
If you want to do it [Indigenous studies] in Australia, you have to wait until 
you get to uni and do it specialised because there’s nothing at TAFE – well 
almost nothing – nothing of any use to me anyway. If you want to go in-depth 
with the theory and that, then go to uni. (Kylie: 47, 317: 09.02.09) 
As discussed in Chapter 2, vocational-level education legitimises technical rather 
than more abstract forms of knowledge including ideological and theoretical 
perspectives (Wheelahan, 2011). Sally (Sally: 47, 58: 09.02.09) associated her 
experiences of TAFE with tokenistic approaches to curriculum, Monica (Monica: 88, 
41: 26.06.09) with diversity work being hard due to a lack of coverage on this topic 
in TAFE studies, Christine (Christine: 47, 410: 09.02.09) with a lack of content, and 
Kylie (Kylie: 47, 317: 09.02.09) with a lack of access to a theoretical grounding. As 
professional education was limiting for the educators in terms of learning about rich 
and multifaceted ways to embed Indigenous perspectives, Sally, Monica, Christine 
and Kylie could assert ignorance, paucity, disregard and burden, respectively. As 
examples of educator response, these standpoints on a vocational-level education 
functioned to mediate how responsible the educators were/could be for a lack of 
knowledge, experience and theoretical grounding in diversity work (Haviland, 2008). 
Thinking retrospectively, whiteness operated subversively through 
institutional conditions in ways that destabilised the goal of embedding Indigenous 
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perspectives at a whole-centre level. While mainstreaming was a group-oriented goal 
in the Cultural Project and evidence could be given of changes at the curriculum and 
operational levels, institutional conditions including time and qualifications (among 
others) were counterproductive to a mainstreaming endeavour because they limited 
how educators could participate and at what level. Issues with logistics and access to 
physical spaces and decision-making processes around curriculum design impacted 
how diversity work could be distributed and taken up amongst all staff. It was 
important for all concerned to hear and be part of the conversations that occurred 
throughout the Cultural Project, including those in which the directors and educators 
advocated for ongoing change and expressed enthusiasm about their efforts. As 
whiteness orients practices and people within non-Indigenous institutions (Ahmed, 
2012), opportunities for discussions that are often silenced or overlooked are critical 
to encourage shifts in thinking and new ways of working. Of key interest in this 
research is the capacity to hear colonial silences amongst the noise (Ahmed, 2012) 
created by notions of inclusivity and productivity. Two forms of noise identified in 
Section 7.1 were enthusiasm and pride, and talk and action. These four components 
of the educators’ work were critical for maintaining motivation and interest in the 
project. They also raise questions for non-Indigenous educators in terms of placing 
too much emphasis on positive or ‘happy’ forms of action and related outcomes that 
silence the ways whiteness and racism are reproduced in all forms of practice.  
7.5 Summary 
This chapter has examined how whiteness impacted process and content in the work 
of embedding Indigenous perspectives during this research. As demonstrated in the 
analysis, whiteness mediated the pragmatics of embedding Indigenous perspectives, 
from the goal of embedding Indigenous perspectives at a whole-centre level, to 
cultural standpoint and curriculum choices. Data showed a general reliance on 
‘traditional’ or static forms of representation in pedagogic practice, often linked to 
issues with a lack of knowledge and colonial constructions of what is widely 
acceptable or permissible in mainstream educational spaces. Representations outside 
these boundaries generated notions of ‘risk’ for parents, educators and children.  
A commitment to diversity work can become a way of describing a quality, 
attribute, priority or value of an organisation. A whole-centre approach may seem to 
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be highly productive, but can disguise structural issues in organisations including 
policy and qualifications, as well as underlying everyday racisms in educators’ work. 
In Chapter 8, I present the findings of the study and draw attention to implications 
for policy and practice in relation to embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-
Indigenous educational sites. Recommendations for further research are provided. 
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This study sought the participation of early childhood educators in a diversity-
inspired action research project. The aim of the study was to support educators in two 
urban long day care centres to generate changes in their thinking and practices at the 
classroom, whole-centre and operational levels. The impact of whiteness on the 
educators’ work around embedding Indigenous perspectives was examined in this 
thesis. Identifying ways whiteness impacted the educators’ work provided insight 
into racialising practices and everyday racisms reproduced in early childhood 
education curricula, even when it is seen to be productive and inclusive. 
 In this final chapter, I present findings from the research in relation to the two 
research questions: 
1. How does whiteness impact the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in two urban early childhood centres?  
2. How does a research-based approach to professional development 
support the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives?  
I argue that explicit recognition of how racialising practices mediate embedding 
processes in early childhood education is central to reducing ongoing effects of 
colonialism. Naming whiteness and racism enables depth of understanding about 
how racialising practices are at work in policy, professional practices and personal 
standpoint, even when approaches to embedding Indigenous perspectives align with 
recommended strategies. While it is discomforting to focus on issues of whiteness 
and racism when educators commit to effecting change and improvements in their 
approach are clearly evident, it is critical to examine the complexities and challenges 
of embedding processes that remain silent or concealed under a guise of productivity 
and inclusivity. Further, I argue that approaches to professional development require 
conditions that support critical analyses of self and connections between educational 
practices and broader social processes, alongside technical aspects of an educator’s 
professional role. Of particular significance is how vocationally-defined workplaces 
and professional learning for educators in the before-school sector compound 
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superficial approaches to embedding Indigenous perspectives in practice. In the 
following section, I review the research design and theoretical framework (Section 
8.1). I then present the key findings of the study in relation to the two research 
questions (Sections 8.2.1 and 8.2.2). The final section (Section 8.3) presents 
implications related to the findings, as well as conclusions and suggestions for 
further research. 
8.1 Research design and theoretical framework 
In reviewing the literature, I established that contemporary racialising practices limit 
educators’ approaches to embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous 
educational sites. Prevailing discourses in race relations between non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous peoples are reproduced in approaches to consultation that position 
Indigenous people in duty, service and brokerage roles. Discourses of 
marginalisation and assimilation are reproduced in approaches to embedding 
Indigenous perspectives that position Indigenous knowledges and cultures as static, 
simplistic and homogenous. These discourses are historically-bound, uni-directional, 
and subtly reinforced through embedding processes endorsed institutionally within 
national early childhood education policy. A review of the professional development 
literature highlighted limitations with traditional modes of delivery that focus 
generally on technicist understandings of professional practice. Features of research-
based models of professional development were identified as beneficial to sustained, 
contextualised forms of inquiry which are necessary for embedding processes. 
 The research design for this study complements recommended strategies for 
embedding Indigenous perspectives, including a focus on self-awareness and 
opportunities to actively seek consultation and partnerships with people located 
externally to a centre or school. Action research promotes connections between the 
professional and the personal, and provides entry points for collaborations with 
individuals and groups beyond a singular research site (Stringer, 2007, 2008). As an 
approach to professional development, action research enables educators to engage 
directly in research on a topic of their choosing and is a medium for professional 
learning that is “crafted for and with” educators, “rather than something that is done 
to them” (Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004, p. 267). Through action research, 
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educators can invest in professional development aimed at effecting change in their 
thinking and practices.  
 A key aim of this research was to embed professional development into the 
everyday work of educators in two childcare centres. Structured and informal 
professional development activity enabled engagement in a range of learning 
experiences that occurred within and outside the centres over several months. In 
contrast to traditional modes of delivery, activity included time for writing and 
research; time for phone contact and visits to other centres; specially-catered 
workshops; a combination of in-service and outside engagement; teacher-as-
researcher projects; phone interviews and so forth. A whole-centre approach 
promoted collaborations between educators across the centre, meaning more than one 
staff member at a time was released from teaching to engage in professional 
development as part of their everyday work. These features of professional 
development are exceptional in the before-school sector (Russell, 2009) and proved 
critical to sustained and deep inquiry in this study. On one level, flexible workplace 
conditions for professional development promoted deeper investment and 
engagement from the educators in professional learning, as well as greater 
recognition for their work from key stakeholders including parents (Miller, 2010). 
On another level, learning was circular and reflexive because of the input from 
various sources and time to engage in ongoing action research cycles of questioning, 
reflecting and planning. 
 In facilitated, collaborative approaches to action research, the facilitator 
adopts several roles, often in combination. These roles may include initiator of the 
research, key resource person, active listener, mentor, and co-collaborator 
(MacKewn, 2008; Mills, 2003, 2011; Stringer, 2007; Wadsworth, 2006). As argued 
in Chapter 4, the attributes (i.e., non-Indigenous) of the participant group and the 
topic (i.e., embedding Indigenous perspectives) of investigation may, at times, 
require direct input from the facilitator that challenges particular standpoints and 
practices. In this study, I labelled this role as interposer. In this role, I positioned 
myself deliberately between a participant’s beliefs and practices and different ways 
of knowing, often in a manner that provoked and challenged. This positioning draws 
on the understanding that in investigations of whiteness and racism, explicit support 
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is often needed to recognise what is absent or unseen in personal standpoint and 
institutional and social practices (Dyer, 1997; Frankenberg, 1997, 2001).  
As the theoretical framework for this thesis, whiteness studies and related 
critiques enable insights into how educators come to understand whiteness as an 
ethnicity and how it is central to racialising practices in educational contexts and 
broader society. The scholarship of Moreton-Robinson (1999, 2000, 2004, 2007) 
provides a frame of reference for contextualising whiteness studies in the Australian 
context and for examining how universal applications of whiteness erase Indigenous 
experiences. Examining whiteness in relation to/with Indigenous peoples interrupts a 
colonial history of denial about white ‘possession’ of Indigenous lands and territories 
and resulting colonising practices (Watson, 2009). Ahmed’s (2012) theorising about 
how whiteness orients diversity work in institutional spaces provides entry points for 
examining racialising practices as forms of positive action (i.e., productivity and 
inclusivity), which are central to action research processes focussed on effecting 
change. Put another way, racialising practices can be understood as an effect of 
‘doing’ diversity work, rather than, in simplistic terms, as inaction. Whiteness studies 
scholarship supports reflexivity in terms of examining relational positionings to self 
and others, although Ahmed’s (2004, 2006) critiques of whiteness studies literature 
and the non-performativity of whiteness provide important reminders of the potential 
for autobiographical stories to become part of a narrative of ‘good’ practice despite 
the ongoing presence of racism. 
During the Cultural Project, whiteness theories were introduced through 
journal articles and texts (e.g., Unpacking the invisible knapsack by Peggy McIntosh) 
made available to the educators to support theoretical understanding and reflective 
practices. Introducing ‘new’ theoretical frameworks was necessary because a 
vocational pedagogy characteristic to childcare programs in Australia has 
traditionally limited access to abstract and theoretical knowledge beyond child 
development theories. Engagement with whiteness theories proved challenging for 
the (white) educators because these theories aim to disrupt commonsense 
understandings about one’s social positioning and related circumstances. Shifting a 
focus from children’s development to self-analysis required the educators to question 
and reflect on their socialisation and how this informed their teaching. Resistance to 
this process was evident in how the educators adopted different standpoints in 
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response to feeling uncomfortable and challenged, as discussed further in Section 
8.2.1. A key difficulty in introducing whiteness theories was providing literature that 
was accessible for a professional rather than academic audience. Further, ensuring 
that discussion about whiteness was related explicitly to the Australian context in 
relation to/with Indigenous peoples. This was critical to avoid reproducing universal 
applications of whiteness and distancing from examination of non-Indigenous/ 
Indigenous relations that are central to the work of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. 
The section following presents the key findings of the study in relation to the 
two research questions (Sections 8.2). The final section (Section 8.3) presents 
conclusions and suggestions for further research. 
8.2 Embedding Indigenous perspectives in early childhood education 
curricula 
The research questions supported examination of the impact of whiteness on non-
Indigenous educators’ work that focussed on embedding Indigenous perspectives in 
early childhood education curricula, and how a research-based approach to 
professional development can support educators’ efforts. The findings of this study 
are not generalisable. Action research is a localised methodology that provides 
insight into the actions of a particular group of people in a particular context and time 
frame (Cherry, 1999). The attributes of the participants and centres (i.e., non-
Indigenous) involved in this study are representative of the majority of childcare 
settings in Australia. For this reason, others may find alignment between the findings 
of this study and their own localised practices.  
The first research question (Section 8.2.1) was associated with racialising 
practices that were reproduced in the educators’ attempts at embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in early childhood education curricula. I approached this question by 
locating evidence of how whiteness and racism continued to operate in consultation 
processes and choices over process and content that were seen to be productive and 
inclusive. The second research question (Section 8.2.2) focussed attention on the 
professional development element of this study. I approached this question by 
examining conditions for professional learning that supported the educators’ attempts 
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at effecting change in their thinking and practices. I now discuss key findings in 
relation to the two research questions. 
8.2.1 How does whiteness impact the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
in two urban early childhood centres? 
Whiteness regulated and organised the educators’ attempts at consultation and their 
choices in curriculum development and design. In consultation processes, the non-
Indigenous educators mobilised whiteness by marginalising reciprocal forms of 
participation and positioning Indigenous people in service, duty and brokerage roles 
in interactional patterns. These discourses limited the participation of Indigenous 
people in consultation processes through subordination and subjugation; thus 
enabling non-Indigenous educators to maintain positions of domination and control 
despite wanting to form sustained partnerships. Common to the data were high 
interest and evidence of past attempts to connect with local Indigenous people, as 
well as frustration from educators that their attempts had not resulted in sustained 
connections. These responses mobilised simplistic binaries such as deciding that the 
Indigenous community was either receptive or unreceptive. The binaried 
assumptions were sometimes used as justification for the educators’ pedagogical 
inaction and reasons to avoid consultation (e.g., they had tried before; they wouldn’t 
try again). When speaking about the intent to visit Indigenous childcare centres or 
schools, some educators maintained positions of domination and control by assuming 
they were entitled to openly access and observe (or gaze upon) Indigenous 
approaches to education, without need for direct contact and engagement with 
Indigenous knowledge frameworks. Others gave themselves permission to cherry-
pick (Lampert, 2005, 2012) specific aspects of culture (e.g., Dreaming Stories) from 
community festivals and events that sat comfortably with their existing constructions 
of Indigenous cultures and identities. The specific and regulated roles the Indigenous 
community were allowed to take on, usually as volunteers, confirmed how white 
institutions were oriented in terms of who already had access and how access could 
be taken up by ‘outsiders’ (Ahmed, 2007a, 2012). This created tensions between 
actively seeking participation and placing boundaries around how Indigenous people 
could be present and represent themselves within the two centres. The boundaries 
placed around participation impacted opportunities for sustained partnerships, but on 
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the face of it, the educators’ attempts at consultation could be seen to be meeting 
national policy recommendations (e.g., inviting Indigenous Elders in to give talks).  
Establishing connections and partnerships with Indigenous people was shown 
to be generally reactive, although over time this was tempered by background work 
in terms of interposals and ongoing discussions about who benefits from careful 
consultation processes. Reasons for initiating connections centred primarily on filling 
gaps in knowledge, fear of causing offence if Indigenous people were not present, 
and concerns about the rights of non-Indigenous educators to embed Indigenous 
perspectives. These issues provide evidence of how a limited frame of reference in 
relation to Indigenous Australia impacts attempts to embed Indigenous perspectives 
in non-Indigenous educational sites – a finding that aligns with identified concerns 
for non-Indigenous educators in literature and other research studies (Mundine, 2010; 
Newman, 2008; Smith, 2010; Yunkaporta, 2009). Such issues can be understood in 
terms of impact at a pedagogical level, but also require consideration of how non-
Indigenous educators are socialised and carry their own education and related 
deficiencies in understanding into their teaching practices (Lampert, 2012). In this 
respect, effects of whiteness manifest over time and location and are reproduced in 
contemporary racialising practices that continue to shape non-Indigenous/Indigenous 
relations. A key implication of this is that sustained connections and partnerships 
with Indigenous people are critical to embedding processes that move toward 
centralising Indigenous knowledges and Indigenous perspectives in educational 
curricula. Non-Indigenous educators require critical awareness of their own 
positioning in relation to Indigenous peoples and Indigenous Australia to understand 
how they position Indigenous people in interactional patterns and why their approach 
may imbue particular responses from individuals and groups. Self-awareness, 
learning about Indigenous protocol, and having time to establish connections and 
partnerships are central to this aim. 
Colonial discourses that impacted consultation processes were also mobilised 
in curriculum development and design – or the ‘doing’ of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives. For example, autonomy over the selection and exclusion of particular 
resources relieved concerns for educators about appropriate teacher -talk and 
responses to children’s questions, but upheld marginalising practices that project 
simplistic representations of Indigenous peoples and cultures. Slippages between 
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Indigenous and multicultural constructs at times worked against the claims of how 
Indigenous perspectives were given legitimacy and primacy in curricula focussed on 
embedding processes. Imaginary reprisals from parents were of concern to some 
educators who expressed their fears that non-Indigenous families would protest 
against overtly political, or visibly political, elements of pedagogical practice. To 
provide an example, non-Indigenous parents were positioned simultaneously (by 
Rachael) as potential ‘victims’ and ‘antagonists’ who might take offence or report 
Rachael’s actions to the director. In comparison, Indigenous parents were positioned 
as ‘cultural resources’ and ‘cultural brokers’, able and willing to fill gaps in 
educators’ knowledge and professional practice. Both positionings, although 
contradictory, provide justification for educator inaction. Data showed that when the 
work of embedding Indigenous perspectives became more established and visible, 
there was a shift in parent-centre relations in terms of educators seeing their role as 
helping families to link with Indigenous cultures. Some of the educators also resisted 
what they imagined as potential parent reprisal by taking an authoritative and 
positive stance about the relevance of displaying symbols of Aboriginal sovereignty 
in a non-Indigenous educational site. It is noteworthy that an action research 
methodology promoted parental engagement in the educators’ professional learning. 
Parent access to the communal journals and conversations with staff in hallways, at 
the kitchen bench and in reception supported their understanding about the nature of 
the action research project, the topic of investigation, and the intellectual capacities 
required by educators for this work. This outcome is exceptional in professional 
development discourse. 
 In relation to identity work, presumed relations with Indigenous people were 
dependent on the knowledge and experiences of individuals. Standpoints adopted 
included: cultural mediator (Christine); distanced observer (Sally and Vicky); 
perpetrator-victim (Gail); advocate/protector (Sally and Gail); and ‘restorer’ (Vicky). 
These standpoints were not static. Some educators demonstrated significant shifts in 
self-awareness and some did not, but there was active engagement in discussions 
around identity work over the course of the project, supported through the 
introduction of whiteness theories and Indigenous scholarship. Working with a non-
Indigenous facilitator may have tempered the educators’ resistance to engage in 
robust discussions because I openly shared my experiences and failings with self-
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reflective processes and perhaps posed less of a threat in a relational sense. The 
substance of our conversations also had direct application as the educators had 
repeated opportunities to make theory-practice links within their own classrooms, 
and to apply new knowledge through pedagogic exchange. Due to the discomfort of 
self-analysis, the reproduction of whiteness and everyday forms of racism sometimes 
remained silent or unseen and, at times, were only detected retrospectively. This 
meant there was little to no direct implications of how the educators and I 
implemented unjust pedagogical practices. My deliberate use of socio-political 
influences as a platform for reviewing circumstances for non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous people in Australia (e.g., in my facilitator-led critical reviews of policy 
and media clippings) went some way to building new dimensions in educators’ work, 
beyond personal/relational understanding. Sociological theories and the scholarship 
of Indigenous educators and researchers enabled the educators to look at the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives from multiple perspectives that encompassed 
individual, institutional and socio-political considerations. 
Staff relations were complex and dynamic and both supported and impeded 
individual and collective efforts. Educator autonomy was impacted at times because 
of their differing motivations and pedagogic intent in shared teaching spaces. The 
autonomy of some educators was also reinforced because of a shared collective 
purpose in the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives at a whole-centre level. 
Educators with greater powers of control over pedagogic decisions due to role and 
qualification could not always exert influence because the work of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives is not a mandatory requirement. In this respect, less 
qualified members of staff sometimes influenced or impeded the application of this 
work based on their ideological stance alone. In these pedagogical ‘confrontations’, 
some educators made use of disparaging assertions to attach particular identities (i.e., 
“racist”) to colleagues who avoided or resisted embedding processes. In doing so, 
some staff maintained a moral high ground and distanced themselves from self-
critique and pedagogical error. Educators (including me) employed and vetted 
different positions over the course of the Cultural Project to suit particular agendas 
and achieve particular outcomes. For example, some educators sought validation and 
‘protection’ from senior staff to counter the opposition of colleagues when effecting 
changes in their classroom practices (i.e., choosing resources and implementing 
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activities with an Indigenous focus or theme). Some educators formed small-group 
allegiances to support the actions of colleagues working to effect change, while 
others overrode the work of colleagues to meet unrelated individual needs (i.e., 
TAFE assessment). Staff relations were a highly influential dimension in the work of 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in the two participating centres. The 
manifestation of these relations in shared teaching spaces impacted how successfully 
the educators understood and implemented embedding processes.  
 Policy is also an important consideration given some educators employed 
recommendations in national policy as a way to validate pedagogical decisions and 
direct the actions of colleagues. Some of the specific recommendations in the draft 
Framework (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008a) became a point of reference for 
embedding processes (i.e., purchasing and displaying an Aboriginal flag and a Torres 
Strait Islander flag), while other recommendations proved challenging for the 
educators to implement in practice, including engaging children in discussions about 
race and racism. There were no direct professional implications stemming from gaps 
between policy and the educators’ knowledge bases and comfort levels because they 
were responding to recommendations rather than directives. Over the course of the 
Cultural Project, the educators could show ongoing evidence of how their practices 
exceeded policy requirements and recommendations, despite implications for 
Indigenous peoples. At the time of the Cultural Project, new policy recommendations 
added weight to the relevance of embedding Indigenous perspectives in practices at 
the two participating centres. However, analysis showed that locating relevance by 
way of policy and locating relevance by way of personal understanding and 
professional commitment are distinct. As evident in this study, strong personal and 
professional investment is critical to the development of productive practices 
regardless of policy documents, although more explicit messages in policy support 
educators’ efforts. 
8.2.1.1 Salient themes of permission and risk 
In examining the combined influences that impacted embedding processes, themes of 
permission and risk were particularly salient. The action and inaction in the 
educators’ work was motivated by various forms of permission that included social 
taboos and norms; policy; Indigenous authority or involvement; professional (staff) 
relations; individual standpoints; and, time and space (see Table 8.1). When the 
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educators negotiated these forms of permission as part of their work it became 
possible in many instances to generate reasons to stall or abandon action. To provide 
three examples, in relation to the category Indigenous authority or involvement, 
Jenny explained her inaction around developing culturally relevant curriculum on the 
basis there were no Indigenous parents or children accessing Centre A and she didn’t 
want to “do the tokenistic thing”. Based on her individual standpoint, Christine 
(Centre B) mobilised resistance to focussing on “the Indigenous thing” because she 
argued Australia was multicultural. While she justified her choice not to take an 
Indigenous focus, Christine could maintain notions of equality and harmony through 
her particular curriculum choices. Sally (Centre B) constructed policy 
recommendations as a form of permission for directing colleagues to purchase and 
display an Aboriginal flag and a Torres Strait Islander flag in the reception area. In 
some cases (including the first two examples provided here), the educators’ reasons 
for inaction – or not following through – appeared to be as justifiable as their initial 
motivation to act. This meant there were no direct implications for failing to 
implement inclusive practices. The six forms of permission shown in Table 8.1 were 
not discrete categories. Analysis revealed constant interplay between various forms 
of permission in the educators’ work. Whiteness was both mobilised and resisted in 
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Table 8.1 Embedding Indigenous Perspectives: Forms of Permission for Action and 
Inaction 
 
Labels: Forms of 
permission 
Permission in the form of ... 
Social taboos and 
norms 
Silences and distortions about Indigenous peoples and perspectives 




National early childhood policy recommendations to embed 





Expert knowledge from Indigenous parents and/or community 
members for culturally relevant pedagogy 
 
Professional 
(staff) relations  





Individuals’ ideological standpoints when working to embed 
Indigenous perspectives  
 




 The educators involved in this study often saw embedding Indigenous 
perspectives as ‘risky business’. The risks they identified manifested across different 
types of activities associated with embedding processes. Notions of risk centred on 
worrying about the consequences for others (e.g., colleagues and children), concerns 
that they might or might not obtain permission from superiors to take risks, and 
worrying about professional and personal consequences (e.g., risk of causing offence 
and the potential repercussions from parents). Constructions of risk manifested in 
supposed, actual and concealed forms, all of which influenced the educators’ 
decision-making and pedagogical practices. All individuals are influenced by 
individual, institutional and cultural factors that determine how they act. Importantly, 
strategies for negotiating and managing risk can be generated when embedding 
Indigenous perspectives becomes the everyday work of educators in childcare 
settings. Through ongoing dialogue, reflection and action, I suggest that educators 
can forge collegial alliances, receive validation for their work from a range of 
sources, and influence the practices of others in positive ways. Strategies for 
managing ‘risks’ are vital for educators given the work of embedding Indigenous 
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perspectives is often constructed as being too political for early childhood education 
(Newman, 2008), and therefore ‘risky’. 
8.2.2 How does a research-based approach to professional development support 
the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives?  
A research-based approach to professional development enabled immersion in the 
topic of investigation – a rare commodity for practicing educators in professional 
development discourse (Lieberman & Miller, 2011). Motivation to build on existing 
embedding processes was supported by chosen engagement in the action research 
process and sustained, contextualised inquiry within the two centres. Learning over 
time could be related directly to the educators’ daily practices, meaning change could 
be effected in some cases immediately, and over time within their work context. 
The opening of a shared communicative space (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, 2009) 
is central to an action research project. Conversations about culture, diversity, 
Australian history and Indigenous Australia became an everyday feature of the 
Cultural Project, both in terms of purposeful and spontaneous conversations initiated 
by me as researcher, as well as the educators. As conversations occurred in hallways, 
classrooms, at the kitchen bench and during excursions, they can be understood as 
spaces in which embedding processes happened (Ahmed, 2012). This is because 
diversity and those committed to diversity work “have to find a way of participating 
in ordinary conversations about what the organization is about” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 
78). Individuals had different relationships to what was spoken as well as the 
resulting outcomes (Ahmed, 2012), with no guarantee that educators would become 
critical learners or teachers from engaging in dialogue (Phillips, 2011). However, it 
mattered that concepts of culture and diversity as they relate to the Australian context 
were spoken in a non-Indigenous educational site. When this occurred, it became 
possible to mobilise further conversations and pedagogical action, and reveal how 
embedding processes were being interpreted and translated. In the childcare context, 
a shared communicative space was shown to invite input from children, families, 
visitors and outsiders – voices which are typically absent in professional 
development discourse. Whose voices were represented and whose were absent or 
spoken for by others had implications for representation and reciprocity, as explored 
in the section following. 
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While ongoing dialogue and immersion in the topic of investigation were 
critical for effecting change, this occurred within non-Indigenous teaching spaces in 
which the presence of Indigenous people did not transpire until after the formal 
completion of the study. Combining internal and outside, and structured and 
informal, forms of professional development enabled direct communication with 
Indigenous people in different contexts. Sources of Indigenous knowledge were 
introduced into the centres by way of articles, texts and artworks, but responses to 
these sources were from non-Indigenous standpoints only. Professional development 
activity including the full-day museum and Indigenous Education Centre visits were 
examples of informal modes of professional development (Lom & Sullenger, 2011) 
that enabled educators to listen to and receive direct feedback from Indigenous 
people. This supported a relational space in which the authority of Indigenous 
peoples provided the basis for professional learning and response (Nakata, 2007); 
thus promoting greater subjective consciousness around the educators’ thinking and 
knowledge base in relation to Indigenous peoples, histories and perspectives, as well 
as the actions of non-Indigenous people, institutions and governments. The focus of 
these informal modes of professional development was not based on advancing 
technical skills or accessing ready-made curriculum activities; rather, they allowed 
for direct engagement with Indigenous people who were the focus of embedding 
processes, but most often without opportunity for self-representation and reciprocal 
participation. 
As diversity work requires shifts in ideological as well as technical capacities, 
access to theoretical tools is important. As the facilitation role involved resourcing, 
access to theoretical resources (i.e., articles, theories) typically absent within 
vocationally-defined workplaces (Wheelahan, 2011) could be provided. Interposals 
and mentoring were employed to support educators to engage in critical reflection 
and apply new theoretical frameworks to understand relations between non-
Indigenous and Indigenous peoples and their own cultural positioning in relation to 
Indigenous Australia. This process was one of providing support and enforcing 
educator accountability (Chubbuck et al., 2001), including my own. While the 
importance of identity work was outlined clearly to the educators in the early stages 
of the Cultural Project including the initial information letters, locating entry points 
for identity work required skilled facilitation and understanding about the range of 
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responses likely to be demonstrated (i.e., resistance, distancing). Time was a crucial 
factor in supporting self-analysis, as was the establishment of trust between me and 
the participants in terms of willingness to engage in discomforting conversations and 
share experiences. A focus on ideological capacities and the introduction of 
theoretical tools was supported by sustained, collaborative and personalised inquiry – 
key features of a research-based approach to professional development (Lieberman 
& Miller, 2011). 
A whole-centre approach enabled access to the learning/teaching process for 
all educators regardless of qualification, position or tenure. Educators who are 
sometimes denied professional development (i.e., float staff) gained leverage in 
power relations through access to physical spaces and communal activity. They 
contributed to the learning/teaching process and influenced the thinking and practices 
of colleagues. Some educators aligned their decision-making with others in more 
senior positions to validate their role in embedding processes, and to support 
decision-making that was more politically overt. 
Partnerships with individuals and organisations within local communities are 
a feature of a whole-centre approach. This aim was promoted from the outset of the 
study as a desired outcome from educators at both Centre A and Centre B. A key 
barrier to making connections with Indigenous people and organisations had been a 
lack of time and, although largely unrecognised, the approach to consultation 
employed positioned Indigenous peoples in disparaging ways. As part of informal 
professional development activities, educators were given time to research on the 
Internet, make phone calls and visits, and locate information on Indigenous 
protocols. These processes were important first-steps in building long-term 
partnerships which counter reactive and fleeting forms of contact (Imtoual et al., 
2009; Lampert, 2005, 2012). Alongside logistical considerations, ongoing 
conversations and interposals were required to provoke critical thinking about who 
would benefit most from initiating contact with Indigenous people. 
8.3 Implications, conclusions and further research 
In this section I discuss implications for policy and practice. I draw conclusions from 
outcomes of the Cultural Project and connect these with opportunities for further 
research. They also provide a basis for addressing what I might do differently when 
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undertaking similar research in the future. To begin, I discuss future directions for 
the Australian early childhood field in relation to framing embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in early childhood education curricula.  
Responses to reconciliation goals and recommended strategies for embedding 
Indigenous perspectives are of concern in the Australian early childhood field. 
Despite the “narratives of hope” (Sumsion et al., 2009, p. 7) attached to the 
introduction of the Framework (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009), there is 
currently no comprehensive set of guidelines or frameworks available at the 
institutional level that support educators to centralise Indigenous perspectives in non-
Indigenous early childhood settings. Policy written as recommendations for practice 
rather than clear directives is unlikely to translate to approaches that uphold the 
Framework’s reconciliatory aims. This results in piecemeal attempts at embedding 
Indigenous perspectives in early childhood education, with no direct implications for 
educators and centres if this work is not enacted, or done well. Clear policy 
directives provide educators with institutional support or backing to make attempts at 
embedding processes. This is important for those challenged by this work, 
particularly in relation to negotiating staff relations and imagined repercussions from 
stakeholders including parents. Ownership over the range of practices that comprise 
embedding Indigenous perspectives is critical given the political nature of the work. 
Clear policy directives give greater relevance to embedding processes and support 
non-Indigenous educators to embrace a political stance in their work that counters 
broader social and political influences. Due to political sensitivities, influences (or 
permissions) including policy are critical to reducing notions of ‘risk’ around 
embedding processes. 
Recommendations in policy that are not mandated can enable centres to claim 
productivity and inclusivity in diversity work because they are seen to be meeting or 
exceeding policy requirements. Such claims, built around commitment and evidence 
of change, require re-thinking because racialising practices are present in all 
curricula despite the best of intentions. In some instances, educators may revert to a 
‘tick-box’ approach in embedding processes because issues including a lack of 
knowledge and fear of causing offence are not offset by distinct policy requirements 
and guidelines for practice. Such an approach negates better performance in terms of 
racial issues, and a critical mindset for evaluating approaches to curriculum 
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development and design. The final version of the Framework released in 2009 
suggests that educators draw on a range of theories in their work that can challenge 
traditional ways of working and understanding teaching and learning. Whiteness 
theories are not mentioned specifically in the Framework, but there is encouragement 
to engage with critical and post-structuralist theories which address issues of power. 
A critical framework is necessary for evaluating institutional practices, but also for 
non-Indigenous teachers to reflect on individual standpoints that inform teaching and 
learning. Self-awareness and learning about Indigenous Australia are both central to 
embedding processes.  
Exploring whiteness in early childhood education research and literature only 
in relation to personal/relational aspects can be limiting and cooptive with everyday 
racisms because issues with whiteness are seen to be manageable within individual 
domains, rather than understood in broad institutional and social terms. Labelling 
whiteness and racism in everyday practices in early childhood education supports 
educators to understand how racialising practices are present in institutional spaces in 
a multitude of ways. Exemplars of practice oriented around ‘happy’ stories of 
diversity (Ahmed, 2012) can be balanced by examples of how educators engage with 
a critical framing to recognise and reduce the impacts of racialising practices in their 
everyday work. This supports a shift from a ‘how to’ model of embedding 
Indigenous perspectives to an approach that invites continual evaluation and is 
constantly evolving.  
The tendency to borrow starting points for curriculum development from 
overseas models (e.g., Reggio Emilia) remains strong in the Australian early 
childhood field (Martin, 2009). The work of embedding Indigenous perspectives 
requires localised properties and will continue to evolve, but there are elements of 
this work that are applicable to all early childhood settings. When policy makers 
centralise the scholarship of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educators, 
researchers and communities, it becomes possible to move toward centralising 
Indigenous perspectives in practice, and away from peripheral forms of inclusion. In 
turn, this makes spaces for new ways of thinking and working that counters 
vocationally-defined theory and practice frameworks. With institutional guidance 
and support, non-Indigenous early childhood settings can contribute to reducing the 
impact of the displacement of Indigenous knowledges and Indigenous perspectives 
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within colonial institutions, at least in local contexts. Given reforms in the formal 
schooling sector with the introduction of a national curriculum and priorities around 
Indigenous perspectives, early childhood education in Australia is positioned well to 
provide a seamless transition for young children in terms of appropriate frameworks 
for learning about and relating to Indigenous Australia.  
New strategies for professional development are required if educators are to 
meet and, more importantly, surpass national policy expectations. In light of the raft 
of recent reforms and new language around diversity work in national early 
childhood education policy, it is critical for the early childhood sector in Australia to 
develop new strategies for professional development that support changes in 
disciplinary knowledge and pedagogy. Difficulties with embedding processes 
including a lack of knowledge, locating relevance, and fear of causing offence, are 
exacerbated by a lack of options for professional development in the before-school 
sector, and the lack of theoretical tools available in vocationally-defined education 
and workplace practices.  
Possibilities exist for childcare centres to initiate involvement with current 
broad-scale professional development initiatives, although workplace conditions 
(e.g., cost to centre, lack of external funding support, high staff turnover) can impact 
long-term involvement. Sector-led, broad-scale initiatives can be more responsive to 
workplace conditions that currently limit how educators participate in a range of 
professional development activities. The feasibility of research-based approaches to 
professional development requires further broad-level investigation, but there is 
growing recognition that prevalent one-off workshop approaches achieve little in 
terms of effecting change in diversity work. Responding to the rights of educators as 
learners in the design of professional development can contribute to renewed interest 
in childcare as a profession and the intellectual work of early childhood educators. 
When educators claim a stake in professionalism, new opportunities for intellectual 
work become possible (Helterbran & Fennimore, 2004; Miller, 2010). In comparison 
with other countries, Australia has a poor track record in relation to mandatory 
requirements for professional development in early childhood contexts (OECD, 
2006). Advocacy for broad-level government and institutional support, and a 
willingness to conceive better solutions, is vital.  
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 In relation to the Cultural Project, a facilitated, research-based approach to 
professional development led to important shifts in practice and ideological 
standpoints, but these were small gains. Outcomes at the individual and classroom 
levels included analyses of self, critiquing and refreshing resources, monitoring 
teacher-talk and evaluating existing practices. At a whole-centre level, outcomes 
included the purchase and display of an Aboriginal flag and a Torres Strait Islander 
flag and initial connections with Indigenous people and organisations. At the 
operational level, Centre A effected change in policy to respond to Indigenous 
protocols and began to make inquiries with the management committee to invite 
Indigenous participation. There was evidence of a move toward reciprocity in 
relations with Indigenous people, although curriculum structures remained relatively 
unchanged. To achieve even small gains, concentrated investment in initial ground 
work, critiquing existing understandings, and seeking pedagogical alternatives was 
required from both the educators and me as facilitator. While not directly related, this 
study gives weight to the work of MacNaughton and Hughes (2007) and Prasad and 
Ebbeck (2000) which identifies inefficiencies with traditional, one-off approaches to 
professional development focussed on diversity work. Small gains over several 
months of inquiry illustrate the investment required in professional development 
focussed on embedding Indigenous perspectives.   
 This study contributes to the small base of research on non-Indigenous 
educators’ experiences of embedding Indigenous perspectives in early childhood 
settings in Australia (K. Davis, 2004, 2007; Fisher et al., 2008; Giugni & Eisleiman, 
2010; Imtoual et al., 2009; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001; Mundine, 2010; Principals 
Australia Incorporated, 2009). Beyond a focus on personal/relational aspects of 
whiteness, it examined how racialising practices are continually mobilised in 
colonising contexts, even when diversity work can be constructed as productive and 
inclusive. Whiteness theories and related critiques enabled a retrospective and 
reflexive reading of the research process, including examination of thinking and 
practices that were seen to be wholly positive over the course of the Cultural Project. 
In this respect, distance and reflection on the research process enabled analysis of 
racialising practices at work in practices that could easily comprise a ‘happy’ story of 
diversity (Ahmed, 2007a) in early childhood education circles.  
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 Reflexivity supports deeper engagement with the research process beyond a 
narrative of ‘good’ early childhood practice. However, reflexivity does not guarantee 
that all racialising practices were recognised in the design and implementation of the 
project, and in the analysis and reporting processes. My decision to focus on broad 
themes of culture and diversity from the outset of the Cultural Project provides a 
clear example of how the work of embedding Indigenous perspectives was 
marginalised in the design and implementation of the research. While I provided 
justification for this decision in terms of encouraging participant ownership of the 
project (see Chapter 4), this does not detract from the fact that marginalising 
processes were occurring in the initial design phase, prior to the research being 
implemented in two non-Indigenous educational sites. The design of future research 
requires careful consideration of how the topic of embedding Indigenous 
perspectives is conceptualised and presented to potential participants. If the aim of 
future research is seeking ways for participants to recognise and work against 
racialising processes in embedding processes, then this should more carefully inform 
the research design process. In addition, increased recognition of how a sense of 
belonging in the research sites is attributed to my whiteness and authority as 
researcher requires more conscious application of this understanding during future 
research. Reliance on retrospective analysis disengages the researcher from reducing 
the impact of colonising processes individually and with others at the point of 
conducting the research. 
 This study falls short of providing an example of how decolonising spaces are 
created in non-Indigenous childcare settings through full validation and 
representation of Indigenous knowledges and Indigenous perspectives in what is 
represented and prioritised in the curriculum (Colbung et al., 2007). Increasing 
attention to Indigenous knowledge frameworks including 8 ways (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2011a) and the work of Indigenous scholars including Karen Martin (2005, 
2007b, 2009) provide opportunities for further research into centralising Indigenous 
“ways of being, knowing and doing” (Martin, 2005, p. 27) in non-Indigenous early 
childhood settings. More stringent policy requirements and examples of productive 
practices that include related critiques are needed in the early childhood field to 
support broad-level engagement in this work.  
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 Couching embedding Indigenous perspectives within a cultural competence 
framework in Australian national policy invites further research on how educators 
interpret and mobilise cultural competence in early childhood practice. Given 
critiques in other disciplines about the reach and scope of a cultural competence 
framework to address real issues of racism, attention is warranted on the uptake of 
cultural competence, particularly in relation to Indigenous Australia. Given the intent 
of the Framework (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009) to build on reconciliatory 
aims (Sumsion et al., 2009), deeper understanding about practical and theoretical 
applications of policy recommendations in relation to embedding Indigenous 
perspectives is critical. Disparities between vocational level education and new 
professional expectations in the Framework require attention as part of this focus.  
 This study was limited in scope given action research is a localised 
methodology. It concentrated on two urban long day care centres – one of many 
types of settings in the before-school sector. Contexts for professional development 
vary greatly in terms of geography, access, availability and cost (Robert, 2000; 
Russell, 2009). Research on professional development for embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in rural and urban areas, within a range of early childhood settings, can 
broaden understanding about the application of this work in Australian early 
childhood education.  
Finally, this study offers an example of labelling racialising practices (e.g., 
mobilising whiteness discourses in relations with Indigenous peoples, marginalising 
Indigenous perspectives in curricula, resisting self-critique) in early childhood 
education in a colonising context. The efforts of the educators to embed Indigenous 
perspectives in everyday practices are important, but greater understanding of the 
complexities of this work can be gained by understanding how whiteness and racism 
continue to operate in practices that ‘hold up’ as exemplars of practice in early 
childhood education circles. In terms of professional learning, a research-based 
approach to professional development has potential to facilitate greater depth in 
pedagogy and change processes. This is particularly so because of opportunities for 
sustained conversations about constructions of culture and diversity in relation to 
Indigenous Australia that many non-Indigenous educators find discomforting. Such 
conversations are foundational to pedagogies that are responsive to personal 
standpoint and that support embedding processes that move toward centralising 
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Indigenous knowledge frameworks and perspectives in non-Indigenous educational 
sites. 
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Appendix C: Final interview questions 
 
Professional Development Questions (developed in conjunction with PSCQ) 
 
Q1. How long you have worked in childcare? Generally, how long have you 
remained in positions?  
  
Q2. Please explain the differences, if any, between the professional development you 
have undertaken in past positions and the professional development activities you 
undertook as part of the Cultural Project. 
 
Q3. Please share your thoughts about a link between professional development and 
satisfaction with your work in childcare?  
 
Q4. If you think back to your prior positions, how did the professional development 
you undertook impact your daily work? 
 
Q5. In your current position, how did your experiences in the Cultural Project impact 
on your daily work? Did you experience any changes in the satisfaction you 
experienced in your daily work? Please explain. 
 
Q6. Following participation in the Cultural Project, have your ideas about what 
professional development can ‘look like’ in childcare changed? If so, please explain. 
 
Q7. Could you comment on what you see to be the experiences of others or the 
whole team in the Cultural Project? Have you noted any differences in how staff 
have responded to professional development activities that have been part of the 
Cultural Project and other types of professional development undertaken previously? 
 
Q8. We have discussed differences between more traditional types of professional 
development and a research-based approach. Based on your experiences with 
research-based professional development over past months, have you been able to 
extend or build on your existing skills? Please provide some examples. 
 
Q9. Were there any difficulties or advantages in taking part in professional 
development that formed part of your daily work, within work hours? 
 
Q10. If a research-based approach to professional development was made available 
to you regularly in the childcare sector, do you feel you would be more likely to 





Q1. The Cultural Project was based on themes of culture and diversity. Can you 





Q2. There has been a focus on looking at ‘self’. Can you identify any points 
throughout the Cultural Project when you experienced a shift in your understanding 
about ‘self’? Were there key influences that supported this awareness? 
 
Q3. Of the influences you mentioned, which do you feel had the most impact on your 
learning and understanding? Why? 
 
Q4. Now you have reached the end of your time as a participant in the project, 
looking back, can you comment on my role?  
 
Q5. What do you differently in your practice around culture and diversity as a result 
of participating in the Cultural Project?  
 
Q6. In terms of the centre as a whole, what changes have you seen taking place over 


























































Appendix H: Signed participant consent form 
 
 
